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Introduction

My grandmother used to say, "There's three sides to story: your side, my
side, and the truth." I didn't get the point when I was little, even though it did
explain why my brother's version of how Mama's vase got smashed differed so
greatly from my own. But now I understand that Gramma was saying the same
thing that Emily Dickinson says when she tells us to "tell all the truth but tell it
slant."

Like good truth-tellers, good storytellers know that facts by themselves

reveal little. To get at the truth, one must delve below the surface, beyond the
facts, and what better way to mine this wealth than through storytelling, an art
enjoyed by all but the most curmudgeonly among us, those who are always
butting into others' anecdotes, saying things like, "No, it was Wednesday, and
the dog wasn't yellow, it was black."
Such correction- besides being annoying- misses the point.
Storytelling isn't about truth; it's about lies. All good storytellers, whether their
medium is oral or written, operate under the principle of selective editing, never
letting something as niggling as a fact get in the way of a story. As Mississippi
writer Berry Morgan puts it, "I think most writers are instinctive liars,
pathological liars, because all this life, what a writer thinks has to be so much
more important than what is true, there is really a transmutation there" (22). In
this quotation, I interpret Berry's term "true" to mean factual, based on what
really happened. And I think we must make the distinction clear between "fact"
and "truth," which tend to complicate each other. Morality aside, the ability to
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think, speak, and write in lies is a prime tool in the storyteller's repertoire. The
facts may show that the neighbor's dog is fluffy and cocoa-colored and wears a
pink collar, but the truth- that he'd just as soon take a chunk out of your leg as
wag his tail— may be hidden by the facts. And if a gifted storyteller were
spinning this tale, she'd make the pink collar a studded leather number and
hone in on the feral gleam in Fluffy's one good eye.
It is this aspect of storytelling- how "truth" can differ from "fact"— that I
explore in three of my stories and in selected works of Lee Smith, Bobbie Ann
Mason, and Ellen Gilchrist. In my story "A Little Place of Forgetting," I look at
the theme of storytelling as a way of emotionally connecting with others,
examining how people use stories to create or maintain relationships.
Unfortunately, this aspect of storytelling can isolate people as well, with the
stories serving as an exclusionary tactic, an aspect I explore in "Full." Stories
can also serve as a way of comprehending the world, making sense out of
randomness and seeming chaos, which is the goal of my narrator in the story
"Mystery and Romance." This last purpose lies at the heart of fiction, for what
are stories but ways of looking at the vast snarl and clutter of the world and
finding some pattern there, some theme amidst the confusion?
When I first began "Mystery and Romance," this was the idea I had in
mind- a woman trying to weave the bits and pieces of her life into a coherent
theme. I knew she would have to be a writer, but a frustrated one, one who is
overwhelmed by the informational and emotional overload in her life. From
personal experience, I could think of nothing more frustrating to a fiction writer
than to be forced to stick to the facts, so my character Annabelle became a
news writer at a small community paper. I put her fiction career on hold, but I
let her keep her journal once I realized that she must keep writing-somehow,
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some thing. As a person who trusts "truth" over "facts," Annabelle knows that
her personal writing is the key to breaking free from her present gridlock, but
she cannot access its power, not yet.
Fresh from a failed marriage and involved with a man who possesses a
streak of gypsy, she seeks stability and control, and what she cannot find in her
life, she tries to impose on her writing. This is why her stories fail; she tries to
force an unnatural order on them, fracturing her plots and making characters
that "goose-step from one scene to the next, as dimensional as stick figures."
I wanted to show how this strictness leaks into her personal life as well, how
she eats bland breakfasts and refuses to let her hair down both literally and
metaphorically.
I set the story in winter, at a university unfamiliar to Annabelle, to play up
a feeling of cold stasis, of being on stark, unfamiliar ground. Feeling lost, she
develops a mania for documentation— maps, degrees, certificates— and covets
her friend Cheryl's police uniform because when she puts it on, she knows who
she is, and feels her purpose. Unlike Cheryl, however, Annabelle feels no
sense of direction: "I was supposed to be navigating," she says, referring
literally to their road trip, symbolically to her life. "But then knowing where I
was going, or even in what general direction I should be heading, had never
been my strong point."
In her search for stability, Annabelle is drawn to symbols of permanence,
like Cheryl's antique dining room furniture and her old bone china. "It was
everything permanent and unchanging in my world of flux and waver, and I ate
at it every night," she says, not without a touch of envy. She writes with pen
and paper because she doesn't trust the "glowing green letters" on her
computer monitor as they scroll into nothing, disappearing. All that remains of
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her impulsive marriage is a car and a camp tent, both symbols of transition and
impermanence, qualities shared by Annabelle's latest love, Jack. Her "fully
state and church sanctioned marriage" has proven all too fragile, and she fears
this situation will repeat itself if she trusts her heart (fiction and journal writing)
over her head (facts).
Annabelle places her faith in her intellect for several reasons, even
though this misplaced faith runs counter to her nature as a writer. In the first
place, love has already failed her once, in her marriage to the long-haired
musician. And in the second, Annabelle knows that she can always believe
what her brain tells her. Rational decisions are always obvious, unlike
emotional ones, which are usually complicated with both pros and cons.
Unfortunately, real life has no tidy endings. Like Cheryl's anecdote about the
would-be shoplifter, things sometimes end suddenly, abruptly, without a point.
For Annabelle, writing stories is the only safe way to exorcise her insecurity,
and her psychological hang-ups are stifling even that outlet.
In response to her mounting confusion, Annabelle relies on the one
constant in this world-- time. As she says, "The sun will rise and the sun will
set and there will be twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and my only
consolation at this point is that there will be time." Cheryl accuses her of
procrastinating- "It's always later with you," she says- but Annabelle refuses
to listen. Only when she sees the still, blasted heart in the doctor's slide show
does she realize that even time is not a constant. That bloody piece of fleshan image of her own "broken heart"- disturbs her, shocks her into an
awareness ... of something.
This was the hardest part of the story for me- what exactly does
Annabelle gain from this episode? Hope? Carpe Diem? A sense of mortality?
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I had a nice piece of writing explaining all this, and I decided to take it out of
the story because I think it betrays the very nature of life that I was trying to
portray. No one ever figures it all out, all at once. This is Annabelle's big
realization, that the answers don't always come, and she phrases it in terms
familiar to any writer. She explains it by saying that "at that moment, there [is]
no dissection of the epiphany, no come-to-realize marked by summary and
action and sparkling dialogue." All she can do is drink deeply at the water
fountain, be intensely grounded in the moment.
Like Annabelle, the main character of Anna Hand in "Anna, Part 1" by
Ellen Gilchrist also uses storytelling as a way of comprehending the world,
which in Anna's case has been complicated by adultery, writer's block, and a
near-death experience. This character, however, comes from a different mold
than does Annabelle the struggling English major/ news writer. Anna is a
professional writer, published and acclaimed, and for her, fiction is more than
an emotional expression; it is her livelihood, the very essence of her selfdefinition.
Gilchrist begins Anna's story-told through an almost omniscient thirdperson viewpoint-- by telling us that on this particular day, Anna has decided to
give up being a fool and go back to being a writer. "I've wasted ten months of
my life," Anna says. "Ten goddamn months in the jaws of love" (221). Writing
is to be Anna's way of "[finding] the pieces of herself, [taking] herself back from
the world" (222).
Anna is both storyteller and audience, for being a professional writer
means that her stories are created in a kind of solitary confinement. And
indeed, listening to herself tell these stories is how Anna plans to figure it all
out:
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I will tell the story of the married man. But how to plot it? How to
make it happen? How to make it live? How to move the
characters around so they bruise against each other and ring
true? How to ring the truth out of the story, absolve the sadness,
transmute it, turn it into art? (223)
Anna realizes that understanding lies not in the facts, but in the truth. The way
the story actually happened is not important to her- everybody ended up sad
and cranky and brimming with existential angst- but what is important is her
reworking of the facts that makes her story art and in the process, may provide
some emotional relief.
Anna realizes that this process- real life into art- is the most important
part of her life, so important that the one consolation she can muster as her
plane plunges from the sky is a recitation of her published works. "I discovered
that it's all right to die if you've done your work," she explains (226). For Anna,
her identity is inextricably tied to writing, so much so that when she wants to
prevent the married baby doctor from knowing her intimately, she forbids his
reading her books. In her mind, reading her stories will give him a toehold on
her soul, providing insights that even sex will not permit. The baby doctor
cheats- he reads her works again, for a second time- but he doesn't learn
anything new. He doesn't realize the intimacy that the act of story-sharing
holds to Anna, and consequently, doesn't fully understand the depth of his
growing relationship with her.
Neither does Anna. But unlike her married lover, she understands that
she doesn't understand. She gathers information, hoards each sensation, each
moment, each new revelation between them. But in the end, she realizes that
comprehension cannot come from an accumulation of facts. This is when she
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sits down at her typewriter, pushes her hair from her face, and begins writing,
saying:
There is a way to organize this knowledge ... to understand what
happened .... I will write the stories and they will tell me what is
going on. I will create characters and they will tell me my
secrets .... I will set them going like a fat gold watch .... For
now, the work before me, waiting to be served and believed in
and done. My work. How I define myself in the madness of the
world. (238)
Exploring storytelling through the fictional eyes of a professional
storyteller is both a challenge and a treat, and after attempting it myself, I
understand why I see so many storytellers in the works of Gilchrist, a
predilection she shares with Lee Smith, another one of my favorite Southern
writers. Reading her is like talking with one of the aunts on my mother's side,
one of the storytelling aunts, the keepers of anecdotes and oral scrapbooks.
She privileges the personal folklore of a family, preserving the integrity of the
truth layered beneath the narrative. Her characters are both myth-makers and
family historians, and like all good storytellers- including Smith- they know
how to simultaneously spin a tale and put a spin on it.

They also know how to

read a story, especially an oral one, noting the tone of voice, the word choice,
and- most telling of all- the things left unsaid.
One such character is Mrs. Joline B. Newhouse, the narrator of Smith's
"Between the Lines."

She is a storyteller, a collector of happenings, and a

columnist for the local newspaper that comes out every other week, or
"fortnightly" as Mrs. Newhouse says, boasting, "Now there's a word with a ring
to it" (12). She writes of the families in her neighborhood: births, deaths,
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divorces, weddings, sicknesses, and the like. However, she calls these
incidents "mere facts" (12) and assures us that they are not the most important
thing in her mind. She is quick to let us know that the really important stuff
happens between the lines of her chatty, popular column:
I write, for instance: "Mrs. Alma Goodnight is enjoying a pleasant
recuperation period in the lovely, modem Walker Mountain
Community Hospital while she is sorely missed by her loved ones
at home. Get well soon, Alma!" I do not write that Alma
Goodnight is in the hospital because her husband hit her up the
side with a rake and left a straight line of bloody holes going from
her waist to her armpit after she yelled at him, which Lord knows
she did all the time once too often. (12)
Smith's use of first person narration parallels her main character's storytelling
ability and clues in the reader that not only is that-which-is-not-spoken-of
important, but that the "not speaking" is an important symbol in the story. Mrs.
Newhouse's column is important to her and to the townspeople only because
she knows what to leave out. "I like to keep an ace up my sleeve," she admits,
and the reader must understand that this confession is two-sided (11). Mrs.
Newhouse's close-mouthed nature applies not only to her professional
obligations, but also to her complicated personal life. And just like in her
column, the "important things" lie below the surface of her narrative.
It has always been this way with stories. The simplest structure can hold
a multitude of meaning, but only when the reader (or hearer) of the tale extends
her understanding to meet it. But even in the face of laziness, the story exists
in its full complexity. It's the reason why the best preachers and teachers- with
Jesus at the top of the list-- use parables. Even if you don't get the gist of the
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thing, it's easy to remember the plot, and perhaps down the road the meaning
will sift into your subconscious like soft rain on sand. This is why storytelling is
such a powerful metaphor for me. It works on so many levels.
For one, storytelling justifies the old writing maxim that "but it really
happened that way!" is the worst excuse a fiction writer can employ. Most
stories, including Mrs. Newhouse's, improve with each retelling. One reason is
that the teller of the tale, if a real storyteller, will carefully edit the story with
each changing audience or occasion. A front porch calls for words very
different from the ones needed at a poker game, or at the neighbor child's
birthday party. The point of the story changes too, and here lies the real power
of the story-- its transformational, chameleon-like ability, the way it resists one
clear, definitive reading. Facts never change, but depending on how they are
manipulated or arranged, very different truths may be revealed by them.
Smith credits her own skills as a storyteller to her Appalachian
childhood. "Appalachian people will talk your ears off," she says in "Far from
the White Columns and Marble Generals," an essay about her Southern
heritage: "We excel at storytelling- and I mean everybody, not just some old
guy in overalls at a folk festival. I mean the woman who cuts your hair, I mean
your doctor, I mean your mother" (Q3). In Smith's mountain home, everyone
appreciates the giving and receiving of stories, not just a select few. And in her
stories, these people- the ones down the road, across the field, just over the
holler- are the crafters of language, the ones who keep it alive.
One of Smith's strongest points as a writer is her ability to make the
reader see that the missing elements are the most important. Mrs. Newhouse
writes about everybody in the town of Salt Lick but her own family. She also
tells us three times that she always looks on the bright side of life, always tries

10
to uplift her readers, never revealing the personal problems that might
complicate such a worldview. But then, she doesn't need to say it out loud. By
now, we are as adept at reading between the lines as she and Smith are at
writing between them.
In my own story "A Little Place of Forgetting," I use the theme of
storytelling in a way much like Smith uses it, as a kind of underlying truth,
hidden by facts. To tell the story that I wanted to tell, I needed a unifying
metaphor that would connect many diverse themes: emptiness, faith in both
oneself and the universe, the importance of history. I came up with one
concrete symbol- photography-- but I needed something else, something that
would show the humanity behind the human need to fill, to believe, to
remember. Storytelling seemed to fit the bill, not only for the giver-receiver
relationship inherent to the art, but also for the artifact of the story itself- what
it says about people that we tell stories, especially ghost stories, which seem to
be popular no matter how patently unbelievable they are.
I started with the character of Carter, even though I knew that he
wouldn't be my narrator. Even with the first character sketch, I knew that he
was too closed-up within himself to ever tell such a revealing, personal story as
I needed him to experience. But I liked him immensely, and I think of all the
characters in this story, he is the most like me. I created Julianne in
counterpoint to him, then explored her backstory, trying to find out the
circumstances that brought her to this spot, to these people. I gave the story a
late summer setting, as a way of evoking the melancholy feeling that
accompanies a natural ending, a wistful longing for the warmth of a passing
season.
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I knew that Julianne would have to be a good storyteller, concerned with
details, open to imagery and highly imaginative. To play up this aspect of her
personality, I used a first-person, present tense narration. I wanted readers to
feel as if this were coming straight from her mouth, so that they could get to
know her in the way that every human being gets to know another person-- by
listening, paying attention, especially to the things that get left out. These
missing elements- the things characters don't want to talk about-are the big
reasons why first-person is my favorite point of view. As storytellers, we are all
unreliable. We edit as we go along, rewriting this and recasting that. A first
person narrator intensifies this effect.
So what is Julianne hiding? For one, she has an almost pathological
fear of emptiness. She admits this off-handedly: "I have never liked empty
spaces," she says. "Basements, alleys, really big churches, but bridges are the
worst. It's the way they open up underneath you. I don't even like pauses in
conversation." She notices other empty places around her- the dry brownness
around the house, the absent furniture, Eliza's room— but she never
acknowledges the vast emptiness inside of her. Deserted by her mother and
left behind by her deceased grandmother, Julianne seeks to fill the emptiness
in her heart by having an affair with Simon. She knows there is an emptiness
in her soul, an absence of faith, but she cannot make herself believe in either
the church, the supernatural, or love. She disguises her most painful
emptiness in euphemism and vagueness, never referring to her abortion by
name, always using words like "thing" or "it."
The irony is that she has merely traded one emptiness for another.
Simon will never love her, no matter what she sacrifices, whether it be her
unborn child, her pride, or her creative ability. She realizes this when he pulls
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her film from the camera, leaving behind an emptiness both in the camera and
in her heart. As he leers at her, she remembers another kind of emptiness, one
that mirrors her current feelings about Simon:
One time, when I was younger, I once shot for a whole day with
no film in the camera. I still berate myself for not knowing when I
first took it up. I should have sensed the hollowness, the
emptiness that every other person in the world would have felt the
minute they picked the camera up. It's the same thing, I think,
always the same thing. Why can't I ever know at the first touch?
Even though his action hurts her, she says that the pain she feels is not real
pain, that she knows real pain, referring to her abortion. And though these two
events cannot be compared in degree, they share the same root. Both
represent a thwarting of creation. Julianne senses this on a subconscious
level: "I cannot explain why my gut hurts the same now as it did the morning
after. . . after it all, and why I have the same urge to curl into a ball and hold
tight to every part of me that I can wrap my arms around."
Julianne doesn't consider herself to be a creative person. She stifles
her photographic ability because it threatens Simon. She is a good storyteller,
but she says that she's not, preferring other's tales-- like those in the pamphlet- to her own stories. She has a legacy of storytelling from her grandmother, yet
she doesn't try to continue that tradition. Nor does she believe her
grandmother's assertion that Julianne has the second sight: "I haven't seen
anything yet," she says. "Either I'm blind or there's nothing out there to see."
To her, photography is almost supernatural in its power, its ability to
"see," which is one reason she is so skittish and awe-filled around it. She
describes it as "an arcane science, as chemical as sex" and is fascinated by
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Carter's attempts to catch ghosts with it. She speaks of setting up shots as
"conceiving" and feels as if she could imprint herself on the film with her mind,
like a "psychic thumbprint," creating an "embryo in the dark womb of the
camera." Her use of such words subconsciously echoes her recent abortion,
revealing just how deeply that action affected her (despite her sometimes
casual language), and explaining why she reacts so strongly to Simon's
destruction of her negatives. The truth of her emotions- pain, loss, emptiness- is both hidden and revealed by her behavior. Only a person who understands
the truth behind her words and actions will see those actions for what they areattempts to cover and sublimate her real pain.
This reaction plays into another theme I wanted to explore- memory and
forgetting. People react differently to significant events in their lives; they
either engrave it on their memory, replaying it over and over again, or they
cram it into their subconscious and pretend it never existed. I think Julianne
falls somewhere in-between, never fully acknowledging pain, but never getting
past it either. Carter's oubliette story strikes a chord with her because it
represents a place where you can keep unpleasant things close, yet out of
sight. The house is an important symbol too, representing the combined
burden and responsibility of memory. Julianne understands why its former
owners deserted it, and despite Carter's disapproval of their "fresh start,"
sympathizes with them: "I could not live in a dying thing either," she says.
Here symbols and metaphors serve as keepers of truth, expressions of a reality
beyond the three-dimensional surface, revealing their secrets only to people
like Julianne who can "see" beyond their outward appearance.
The broken grandfather clock pulls at something in her as well.
Abandoned and rejected, it reminds her of herself, especially in the scene
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where Simon makes it the focus of his photographic intensity: It seems to pose
stiffly before him, "a reluctant subject.... like when Simon stares at me in the
darkroom, as if he is framing a shot." Simon's approach to photography is
brutal, like a predator stalking its prey, and Julianne understands what it's like
to be in his crosshairs.
Yet his attention excites her. Through the story, she uses words ripe
with heat and burning to describe him. Even his appearance is fiery: brown
skin, black eyes like pieces of charcoal, hair shot with golden highlights. She
associates him with the red light of the darkroom, the place of their
assignations, and she describes her passion for him as "the sulfur strike of a
match or the searing lick of stone against stone." The attraction is intense, but
not ultimately fulfilling: "It is not a deep heat, not a heat to warm your hands
by, not a blood heat," Julianne thinks. "But it suffices. It suffices quite nicely."
Her relationship with Simon reminds me of a haunting. Like a ghost,
Julianne returns to his side again and again, seeking something she cannot
communicate to him and which he can never provide. She is like Eliza, the
pathetic gray lady, who wasted away for someone she could never have. And
like Eliza, who didn't heed the warning to never watch a person until they
disappear, Julianne cannot turn her eyes from the bright spectacle of Simon,
even though their relationship is dying as certainly as Eliza's soldier boy did.
As Carter once told her, "We choose our haunting, at the moment of death
letting the life of another anchor our soul," yet even he admits that no one
knows why the dying attach themselves so. My own grandmother always said
that ghosts come back again and again because they have something to say,
because no one will listen. That's how I see Julianne, returning to the same
man and the same pain again and again, wanting someone to listen, ignoring
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the one person who can. Like those who follow the ignis fatuus, the "foolish
fire," she is unwilling to sacrifice the mystery for the truth, unwilling to admit
that the bewitching flame she is chasing is really quite ordinary.
For Julianne, memory and faith and emptiness are all tied up in a knot of
Gordian proportions. Longing for the human connection she lost with her
grandmother, she seeks to fill that emptiness with passion, finding instead only
more emptiness.

She remembers her grandmother through stories, yet she

doesn't have the faith in her own creativity to tell those stories fully. She
cannot believe in ghosts, like Carter does, but she longs to believe in
something that will fill the spiritual barrenness inside her, a dry gray place "like
the underneath of beds," like the incomprehensibility of church with its "whiterobed priests and choir members, moving like strange doctors and nurses."
When she finally turns to Carter- understanding at last that behind his
big umbrellas and baseball cap, he is a genuine friend who has been noticing
and caring about her for a long time- she does it with a story opening. She
reads the truth behind the deceptive facts, sees the compassion behind his
withdrawal, and finally realizes that Carter can listen to her stories, that he can
understand them as a medium of connection. She has at last found an
appreciative audience in Carter, the man who calls things by their correct
names, who, like the frogs, has been there all along.
In contrast to Julianne's successful moment of connection, storytelling
rarely succeeds as a way of creating community in the work of Bobbie Ann
Mason. Her characters tell stories not as a celebration of the story or its ability
to connect people, but as a method of displacement. For her characters, words
are emotional disguises, not emotional conduits. They use stories as shields
and distractions, spinning tales as a way of forgetting, not remembering, with
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little understanding of the nature of the story or its effect on the listener. Not
surprisingly, their listeners rarely comprehend the real motive behind such
storytelling, and by adding their own misunderstanding to the mix, complicate
matters even further.
In "Big Bertha Stories," Donald tells stories about a huge strip mining
machine named Big Bertha. These wild tales are unusually surrealistic and
violent, especially to Donald's young son Rodney, who develops nightmares
about the monstrous Bertha. Donald's wife Jeannette finds them disturbing as
well, but she cannot articulate her feelings to Donald. She recognizes the
imagery, however-- scenes directly from Donald's experiences in Vietnam:
In the new story, Big Bertha takes a trip to California to go
surfing .... Everyone is having fun until the neutron bomb
comes .... Donald acts it out, collapsing on the rug. All the
dolphins and the surfers keel over, everyone except Big Bertha.
Big Bertha is so big she is immune to the neutron bomb. "These
stories aren't true," Jeannette tells Rodney. (120-121)
Jeannette tries to counter the stories nightmarish qualities with best defense
she can muster- the truth-- not realizing that truth and fact are not always the
same, especially in stories. By failing to grasp this essential nature of
storytelling, Jeannette is unable to hear what Donald is trying to tell her through
his stories; he is on the verge of a mental breakdown and he needs help.
Even when Donald tells "the truth" instead of a story, he knows that
Jeannette will still not understand and he tells her so, repeating several times
throughout his narrative, "This is just a story . . . don't mean nothing" (128).
The story he relates involves an especially brutal bombing in Vietnam, but even
though Jeannette recognizes his mental distress, she still cannot comprehend
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the reasons behind it. Donald places his faith in words as a way of
communication, but because Jeannette is so literal-minded, she cannot
understand why something "that happened a long time ago" (118) still preys on
Donald's psyche. She mentions the connection between the Big Bertha stories
and his aberrant behavior to her therapist, who seems to be waiting for her to
make something out of it, which makes her furious that he won't just tell her
what to do (122). Jeannette cannot see beyond plot and structure to the theme
and metaphor of Donald's tales because she doesn't respect storytelling for
what it is— a way to get beyond the facts to the "truth" at the heart of the story .
. . and the storyteller. In the final scene, after Donald has been taken away, we
see Jeannette in one moment of joy-jumping on her son's new trampoline.
But when her neighbor warns her that she'll tear her insides out doing that,
Jeannette again takes the words literally, and stops jumping. The last image
Mason leaves us with is Jeannette's new nightmare, a horrible dream in which
she is jumping up and down on a pile of dead bodies, a dream much like
Donald's (132).
In this story, we do not know if Donald and Jeannette's marriage works,
or even if Donald ever returns home. I've always admired Mason's courage in
leaving her stories this way, with endings that are mysterious but never
evasive, conclusions that conclude very little and leave so much open to
interpretation. But like all good storytellers, she gives us the truth of the tale
even if the facts are incomplete. The hearts of her stories are always intact.
Like our own lives, which come parceled out to us minute by minute, her stories
seem incapable of rushing ahead of themselves, of knowing things we were
never meant to know. One must take them as they lie, and like Donald, try to
invent the accompanying explanation.
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As Mason shows, storytelling rituals are unique to each family. I've
always felt that the best way to comprehend the dynamics of any family is to
listen to their stories, and that's the effect I was after in "Full." I wanted the
reader to feel as if he were eavesdropping on a real family by having him
partake of their words, both public and private. Storytelling is not a big part of
"Full," but I wanted to show how a young woman like Kady- who wants to
connect emotionally with her family, but who just can't seem to do it on their
terms— might relate to stories. I also wanted to explore the idea that, like in
Mason's piece, storytelling can be abused, transforming this life-affirming art
into an exercise in exclusion.
Kady longs for good talk, for sharing. When she first decides to get
serious about her live-in Asian boyfriend, she presents him with a book of
stories about the South, "to make sure he [understands] what he [is] getting
into." For Kady, stories reveal an essential truth, which is one reason she
wants her mother to share stories about herself. She knows, however, that her
mother is unwilling to open up in that way, that if she asked her if she'd ever
considered sleeping in the nude, her mother would "look shocked, maybe
[frown] a little before shaking her head and returning to the kitchen to stir
something."
Growing up, Kady learned to associate stories with lies. Looking into
her grandmother's eyes had rendered her incapable of lying, which for her
grandmother included not only dishonesties, but also creations of the
imagination. "Don't you be telling no stories," her grandmother warned, and
consequently, Kady placed stories in a category separate from sharing and
honest communication.
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Kady had another reason to doubt the positive power of stories. Even
though her family is reluctant to reveal too much about themselves, certain
members seem delighted to throw around stories about others, especially if
those stories smack of the unsavory. Kady knows these stories, like the one
about her recently expelled cousin, but she doesn't repeat them, not even when
doing so could silence her obnoxious aunt. She knows the stories about her
Uncle Matt too, but is able to recognize the difference between those stories
and the truth of his postcards, even if his postcards, like his forced Christmas
gaiety, may stretch the facts a little. Kady realizes that in her family tree, she
and her uncle are stuck on the same limb, grouped in that category of people
who "just have to be different."
This darker side of storytelling shows itself in the recurring character of
"the lady down the road." She never makes an appearance in the story, but
her ham does, and that simple offering is enough to generate a whirlwind of
gossip. She haunts the dump on her bicycle, says one, and brings home stuff
that respectable people threw out. Her daddy was a grand dragon in the KKK,
says another. Kady's mother ignores the negative comments and places the
food on the table with the other offerings, but not even she comments on the
fact that despite her reputation, the lady obviously cared enough about the
family to send food. To say such a thing would be a violation of the rules- the
woman is unacceptably different, after all- and would be an insult to the
gathered grieving. But her platter of ham, like Kady's fancy yet heartfelt little
cake, goes untouched.
This attitude is why I made Kady a psychology major. She would need
the skills gained from such a degree in order to successfully balance her
creative nature with the rather rigid household of her youth.

Like her Uncle
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Matt, who sends her postcards detailing his adventures and whose enthusiastic
handwriting is like the ripples left in the wake of a fast boat, Kady understands
that words are a powerful medium of communication-- even if they're not
perfectly factual- and as such, can build bridges between people. Kady loves
her family, and wants to be closer to them, but she loves in ways that her
family, especially her father, doesn't understand. She knows one thing,
however-- if she wants to accept their love in return, she has to take it as it
comes. Such rationalization requires tact, objectivity, good judgment, and a
deep-down commitment to one's own morality and values. The ability to take
people whole, with all their flaws and quirks, comes in handy too.

I gave Kady

these qualities, these skills of a good psychologist, because I wanted her to not
only survive, but to prevail.
To express this need for love, I used food as a symbol. Kady's mother
and grandmother are proficient, prolific cooks; the kitchen is their domain, the
flour-dusted apron their uniform. They offer food as some families offer hugsprofusely, extravagantly, and often- and when Kady, who is battling bulimia,
refuses, they perceive it as a personal rebuff, a rejection of love at its most
nurturing. Kady understands that her eating disorder resulted from this
emotional struggle- she reveals that her last bulimic episode coincided with
her last visit home- but she doesn't know how to avoid it. Offering
nourishment is the way her mother offers love, but the kind of food she offers is
bad both nutritionally and emotionally for Kady. Yet she craves it, even though
she knows it will hurt her.
It's a tangled situation. She knows she's considered contrary, and she
knows that the things her parents don't know about her are even more damning
to her already shaky reputation (that she smokes pot, for example, or is living
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"in sin" with her boyfriend). She admires the example of her uncle, who also
didn't fit in, who also needed a different expression of love than he got, but who
chose escape instead of trying to deal with the family. His escape was two¬
fold. Not only did he leave town, he also created a happy, carefree life through
his narrative postcards to Kady. Kady reads these little "stories" with some
skepticism, knowing that they don't match the stories her family tells, but taking
comfort in the sharing.
Still, for all her admiration, she doesn't want to emulate the pattern of his
life— fast, fast, fast, then boom. She knows that maybe her uncle is not as
happy as he pretends, that maybe his stoic cheerfulness is a cover for
loneliness. And unlike Matt, she chooses to be a part of the family yet still
retain her individuality, a difficult task indeed. She moves away, but not very
far away. She pursues an impractical degree, yet makes excellent grades (a
way to please her father). She dresses in granny boots and leggings and
sleeps in the nude at her apartment, but assumes the mantle of the proper
black funeral dress and the floor-length nightgown at home.
I think Kady's dilemma is best symbolized by the way she smokes, for
even though she chooses marijuana over tobacco, picking the more radical,
more frowned-upon option, she knows that when she smokes, she looks just
like her father:
Eyes slightly squinty, nostrils dilated. We even held cigarettes
the same way, dangling dangerously at the hip, like a loaded
six shooter. I looked cool that way, slightly menacing. But I
wasn't feeling cool, and I wasn't feeling menacing, and I didn't
want to squint.

22
And she knows that sneaking a contraband high makes her just like her mother,
who smoked behind her husband's back until cigarettes became a feminist
thing. Kady's intelligent enough to understand that all she is, and all she will
become, is a combination of genes and environment. When considering the
genetic roots of her various features, she muses, "This means a lot to me, for I
am the sum of my parts, the final result of four generations of crossbreeding,
equaling . . ." She doesn't finish the statement because she knows that she
isn't finished yet. Her life is a work-in-progress. She cannot completely cut off
her roots in a quest for self because she would lose a big part of her identity in
the process.
I set the story in summer because I wanted to rekindle that inevitable
drought-trapped feeling, which I thought played up Kady's restlessness and her
hunger for love. In mid-Georgia, that time of year has a fitful, unsettled quality,
especially for farmers. May and June are make-it-or-break-it time for
vegetables, and most farmers I know spend their days studying the sky, which
is usually pale and high and steel-colored. The rain comes in fits and starts,
little spatterings here and there, never the great downpour that forecasters
promise. And when it does come, it never comes in time. There's something
that wrenches in my gut when I see rich wet earth dotted with shriveled brown
things, victims of nourishment that came too late. That's the same feeling I had
for Uncle Matt-- obviously loved, obviously missed by his family, who never
acknowledged the depth of the emotional connection between them. Their
tears, like the rain, come too late.
I wanted Kady to escape this fate, and I think she will. In the last scene,
she recognizes the squash and the caramel cake for what they really are-- love
offerings. Nobody says it, nobody falls into another's arms, but the depth of
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emotion is there. And Kady knows that she will partake of it- probably to
excess, in spite of its bad effects on her- because at that moment, it is all she
has.

I don't see her giving up, though. I don't see her settling, not forever. All

I see is the realization that until you can have the whole, on your own terms,
you must appreciate the part.
I remember my own family stories, the anecdotes that bore strangers to
tears, and I remember wondering why my father still laughed when Grandpa
told a story over and over again. It wasn't the suspense factor, that's for sure.
I know now, though. It's that great camaraderie, the collective group chuckle,
that says, "This we have in common." It's as tribal as drums, as ritualistic as
communion, as blood-binding as a transfusion.
I think about these things when people ask me why I write, why I feel the
need to tell my own tales. And I remember then the power of words, the spell
of an honest voice and the strength of a silent understanding. I remember that
feeling of spinning a story, weaving it into newness with each retelling, and
finding in the pattern a thread of real truth.
I remember all of this, but what I say is, "My family told stories."

Mystery and Romance
We didn't stop at the roadside stand where the man sat in a webbed
folding chair, huddled against the late-March cold, a metal tub of boiled
peanuts beside him. It was barely morning, too early for peanuts, but
something about the way he sat there, so stoic and defiant in the gray light,
made me want to talk to him, get his name at least. As we passed, I looked in
the rearview mirror and saw the steam rising in salty swirls around him, but the
road remained deserted both before and behind us, with no one to appreciate
hot peanuts in paper bags. Cheryl noticed me staring.
"You want some peanuts?"
"No. I was just looking."
"Why?"
"I don't know why. Just drive. We're on a schedule."
The man dwindled in the mirror, smaller and smaller, and then a sharp
curve put him from my sight. The loss was instant, real and inexplicably
poignant, and I slouched deeper in the bucket seat, suddenly more wretchedfeeling than before. Sadness had been following me all morning, like a
lonesome dog, and I couldn't figure out why.
Correction. I didn't want to think about why. There was the one big
reason- the one I was repressing-- but there was something else too, beyond
that one thing. And I knew better than to ask Cheryl for advice. She would
have given it, would have been sharply observant and brutally honest. She
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was a police officer, after all, and couldn't help it. Had never been able to help
it, not for as long as I'd known her.
Sometimes though, she said just the wrong thing at just the wrong time,
with a mosquito-like instinct for drawing blood. Like at that moment, as I
silently navigated my way through that purple maze of existential angst. . .
"Jack didn't want to come?" she asked.
Jack. I had been expecting it all morning, the way people wait for trains
or priests or lunar eclipses. Knowing. I took a deep breath, as if that would
deflect the seriousness of my answer. "No, he's not. I didn't ask him."
Cheryl didn't turn her head, didn't even spare one look in my direction.
Not that I could have told if she had; her eyes were hidden as usual behind a
giant pair of shoe-polish black Ray-Bans. But I bet if she hadn't been wearing
those sunglasses, I would have seen her eyes cut toward me. Quickly.
Cleanly. She slung the little Toyota around a curve, and I clutched at the door
handle.
"Jesus, do you have to drive so fast?" I muttered.
"It would have been a nice weekend, Annabelle. A chance for you two
to get out of Dunnston, maybe have a little fun for a change."
"It's a writer's conference, Cheryl. Jack's not a writer."
"Neither am I. I'm here on a fluke. You're the writer."
"I'm a journalist, Cheryl. Not a writer, not a real one anyway. Real
writers don't work for grocery money at the Dunnston Tribune. .
"Oh Lord, here we go again . .
"... where the big story is who won the Pilot Club Talent Show and
which pig got the best price at the county fair."
"You're exaggerating."
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I tilted my head to one side and looked serious. "You're right. If I was a
real writer, I'd be engaging in hyperbole. Anything but just plain exaggerating."
"And those words are supposed to what, make me feel sorry for you?"
No, I wanted to explain, that was not what I wanted. I knew I was lucky
to be working so soon after moving back to Dunnston. Thirty years old, small
town, impractical degree (English, of course, romantic and useless). Yes, I
wanted to tell Cheryl, I knew I was damn lucky.
But since I'd started at the newspaper, I'd felt the creative spirit in me go
to ground, knotting up and cowering in the dark earth of my heart like some
wounded forest creature. Oh, I still wrote, of course, but it was like trying to
talk with mangled vocal chords. I made careful outlines, spent hours
structuring each chapter, but no matter how hard I tried, my characters just
mouthed stale dialogue as they goose-stepped from one scene to the next, as
dimensional as stick figures. Even my journal writing had crumbled. I'd start
off fine, but then my coherent, organized words would flare into something
incomprehensible, and I'd have to stop right there and just close the damn thing
up. I kept those pages hidden in my underwear drawer, along with my fourfolded marriage certificate, in the dark where they both belonged.
Now, looking out the window, I watched the cold winter landscape roll by
like newsreel footage. Black and white. Cows. Fields still trapped by the
winter that just would not end. I started talking, maybe to Cheryl, maybe to
myself.
"Do you know what story I covered yesterday?" I said. "A man brought
in a rattlesnake he'd killed. A five-footer. But you know what the kicker is?
This rattlesnake had babies. Two dozen little dead babies stretched out beside
their dead mama in the back of this beat-up pickup truck, slimy with old blood,
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and I had to smile and take pictures and pretend that I wasn't absolutely
disgusted with this man for slaughtering this creature and pulling her babies
out of her stomach."
Cheryl didn't say anything. She knew better than to engage me in that
unholy debate. But I didn't need Cheryl to play that game. I did perfectly well
on my own. After all, self-pity is a lot like solitaire. It's comfortable, it's pre¬
ordained, and it's a lot more satisfying without someone peering over your
shoulder, pointing out obvious things like black three on red four.
And I was a keen solitaire player. After my marriage fell apart, it rained
for four weeks straight. I lived in Seattle then, the grayest place on earth
anyway, and I spent my time alone in an empty apartment with a pack of cards
for company. I left there after a month without once seeing the sun, and came
home to Dunnston with all that remained of my six year, fully church-and-statesanctioned relationship: a 92 Saturn SL four-door and a camp tent.
I sold the tent and moved in with Cheryl, who had antique furniture and a
sprawling country home with white columns. She'd inherited it from her
grandmother, along with a tract of land that ran in a slalom to the edge of a
deep gray-green lake. I sometimes slid my hands along her massive
mahogany dining room table, feeling the ponderous weight of it. It was
everything permanent and unchanging in my world of flux and waver, and I ate
at it every night, even when Cheryl was on night shift and I was alone. I ate on
chipped bone china that had belonged to someone who was dust before I was
even born, someone who appreciated things that lasted.
"This is where you complain that I'm too clever for my own good," I said.
"Just write," she replied. "You've got a deadline."

I pulled out my notebook, one of those black and white marbled
composition books, just like the ones I wrote in when I was in grammar school.
An English teacher from a decade ago said they were a trade secret, that they
made you a better writer. I liked other notebooks better, spiral bound ones with
fruit-colored covers, but I couldn't afford to take any more chances. From now
on, I was sticking with the sure thing.
I opened my notebook. The first page loomed at me, empty and
frightening and beautiful. I ran my finger across the paper, following the
straight blue lines. College-ruled.

Quickly, I wrote an opening, a journalistic

lead-in for the story that was due first thing Monday morning- Deputy Cheryl
McBride stepped out of her official duties last Saturday to lead a discussion on
police procedure at Clayton Community College for the First Annual Lettie Lou
Smith Writers' Conference on Mystery and Romance Writing.
I ticked off the necessary information. Who, what, when, where, why.
All neat and unambiguous and right in the first paragraph with no room for
subtlety or nuance or thematic development. Just the facts, ma'am. Just the
cold, hard facts.
Then I drew a tic-tac-toe grid and played myself to a draw.

Cheryl drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. "Okay, forget Jack.
I'm not here to lecture you. I'm just interview fodder, somebody to drive the car
while you work. I'm not your mother, not your therapist, not your conscience.
I'm just your roommate, so forget I said anything. Just get on with your work,
fire when ready. Go ahead, ask me anything."
"Jack's moving," I said. "To Atlanta."
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A moment of silence passed, and then Cheryl sucked in a deep breath.
"Shit," she said. Her voice softened around the vulgarity, like the way some
people breathed prayers.
"Yeah, my reaction exactly. Some big consulting firm up there extended
him an offer. Information systems, just like he's always wanted."
"I knew he wouldn't stay in town for long. He never does. This is just his
resting place, his stop between stops." That sounded bad and she knew it. I
could see her recoil, then wipe any expression whatsoever from her face. She
paused, trying to sound casual. "So did he . . ."
"Yes. Yes, he asked me to come with him ..."
A grin split her face. "I knew he would, I just knew. .
"... but I said no."
Actually, that wasn't the whole truth. I hadn't said anything. And
technically, neither had he. I hadn't let him. We'd been drinking red wine in
front of the fireplace when he told me about the successful interview, the firm
handshakes and the dotted lines. He just kept filling my glass over and over
again, and the firelight caught in the wine, making it glow like a sunset. I
cupped my hands around the bowl of the glass and brought it to my lips, trying
to catch that fire in me.
Then Jack took my hand, and his mouth got all serious, and he said,
"Annabelle, I want to ask you something."
I squeezed his hand. I smiled. "Congratulations," I said, looking past
him, to the fire. "I know you'll be very happy there." And then, with my eyes still
open, I kissed him full on the mouth.
*

*

*
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Cheryl reached for the radio. Her nails were long and opaquely pink
with French tips and her hair was a mess from where she'd rolled her window
down earlier. I could still smell the cigarette smoke though, and knew my
clothes stank with it. It was her pet vice, smoking, better even than cholesterol
in her mind.
I watched her for a while. "Aren't you going to say anything?"
"I thought you two were . . . serious."
She almost said "in love." She'd said it once before, and I'd given her a
lecture about the danger of emotion and the pitfalls of romance. The radio
started playing a love song, low and murmuringly incomprehensible against the
sound of the car engine, and I reached over and turned it off.
"Yes," I said. "Serious. We were. Are."
"So doesn't that count with you? Doesn't that matter?"
"You can't make decisions like this with your heart. Your heart tells you
lies, edits reality right out. You have to be rational at times like this.
Reasonable. No matter what your heart says."
"Since when do you listen to your heart anymore? You are, as you say,
the newly adopted child of logic. "
I winced. I'd noticed that when my words came back to me, they didn't
sound half as clever as when I'd said them. "I listened to my heart just fine for
six years and look where it got me. I'm a thirty-year-old woman with no home,
no career. No property, no savings, no children. I don't even have a dog. And
that whole time in Seattle with . . . him, that whole miserable chapter of my life,
I was living on love-- that whole time- and let me tell you something. It gets
old."
"So you're breaking up then?"
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"No. I never said that. I just need some time, that's all. Just a little time
to sort things out. You know what they say. Time heals all wounds."
"In the meantime, Jack lives four hours away." She shook her head.
"Annabelle, if I were you . . ."
"If you were me, you'd do exactly what I'm doing because you'd be me
and you'd know. You'd know what it's like to have your whole life yanked from
beneath your feet by some long-haired musician with a soft voice. And you'd
be damned sure to step more carefully the second time." I turned my head
toward the window. "How much further anyway?"
"Two hours. But Annabelle . . ."
"No. Let's just drop the subject, okay? We'll talk about it later."
"It's always later with you."
"Later is a good thing. You should try it some time."

We stopped for breakfast at a little roadside diner. Betty's, I think it was.
One of those places where the waitress calls you "sugar" and the tea is so
sweet it makes your teeth hurt and the only thing low-calorie on the menu is
water.

Cheryl had an omelet dripping with bright yellow cheese and bulging at

the seams with both bacon and ham. I got coffee- black- and a bowl of grits,
no butter.
"So tell me what you're going to be doing in your presentation." I said,
opening my notebook.
"Not yet. I have a question." Cheryl chewed fast and swallowed hard.
She waved her fork at me. "I was thinking of opening with a story, since this is
a writer's conference. You English major people like stuff like that, don't you?
Stories?"
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"What kind of story?"
She stirred her third spoonful of sugar into her coffee. "You know that
time we hired that guy from Valdosta, the skinny one with the crew cut? And
then we got that call from the Bi-Lo about a shoplifter maybe carrying a gun so
we went there- me and him both since he was a rookie- and then that guy in
the black leather jacket started running down the freezer aisle so the rookie
whips out his piece and starts firing away at the baked goods . . . you know this
story?"
"No, I was just shaking my head in disbelief. Go on."
"Anyway, he shoots up a bunch of Ding Dongs or HoHos or whatever
those things are called before we finally catch the shoplifter, who doesn't have
a gun, he's just carrying one big black shoe."
I waited a few seconds for her to continue, but she didn't. She just
sipped at her coffee and looked at me.
"And?" I prompted.
"And what?"
"And the moral of this story is . . ."
She shrugged. "No moral. It's just funny, that's all."
"Then it's not a story. It's an anecdote. Stories have to have
beginnings, middles, ends. They have to have a point."
"Real life doesn't always have a point."
I took a sip of my coffee. "Why do you think I prefer fiction?"

I watched the hills roll beside me, dotted with cows, as picturesque as a
greeting card. We were taking backroads, avoiding the interstate, heading
toward the college. I was supposed to be navigating, but then knowing where I
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was going, or even in what general direction I should be heading, had never
been my strong point.
"Those are the same cows from ten miles back," I said. "We're lost."
"No, we're not. Cows just look alike. I know exactly where we are."
I leaned back until my barrette pressed against the headrest. I wanted
to undo it, let my hair fall over my shoulders, but Cheryl had the sunroof open
and I knew the wind would whip it into a hot mess. We had the road to
ourselves mostly. Every now and then we would meet another car, anonymous
and headlighted, like some unblinking nocturnal animal. I stared into the white
lights as we passed, as our vehicles slipped by each other, separated from
instant sudden hazard by a buffer of air. By slim inches. Cheryl drove too fast.
We both knew it.
I'd tried to make notes, but it wasn't working. I just couldn't cram my
story into that inverted pyramid they teach reporters. The truth was just the
truth, facts just facts. They had no continuity, no theme. The most important
thing about Cheryl was the way that she kept her eyes covered and her nails
sharp and perfect, but where would that have fit into my story? The lead must
say that she was a police officer, that she was twenty-nine, a deputy. Her
uniform, neatly pressed, hung in the back, next to my duffel bag. I would have
to get a picture of her in that outfit, all blue and starched and perfect.
I'd ironed it for her the night before. She looked almost military in it, with
her short hair combed back over her ears, her backbone straight, gold and
silver gleaming from the dark fabric. I envied her that uniform. When she put it
on, she knew who she was. No guessing, no questions. All ambiguity gone.
She had purpose, a purpose ordained by the lords of creation and passed
down to her through a suit of dark cotton serge.
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I picked up my notebook.

I wrote . . . woman traveling down a country

road with her oldest friend suddenly understands that she has no idea where in
hell she's going. She realizes that all hills and cows and greeting cards look
the same when seen from a speeding car. As a metaphor for her desperation,
she flings open the door and throws herself on the wet blacktop, suffering a
concussion and road burn, but relieved at least that she's not barreling toward
oblivion anymore.
I closed the notebook. Cheryl lit another cigarette. I wondered what
Jack was doing right then, right at that moment, right as I was thinking of him. I
put my hand on the door handle and pulled, knowing that it was locked,
knowing that it wouldn't budge.

We arrived at the college around eight that morning, long past sunrise.
The campus seemed stark, utilitarian even, when in a more forgiving light it
might have appeared quaint. The sky dawned clear and pale, and the air rung
with a metallic cleanness, as if freshly laundered and starched just for this one
winter-spring day.
Cheryl parked the car and slid a glance at me. "Wake up," she said. It's
time to go."
"Wait." I sat up and patted the seat around me. "There's a map of the
campus here somewhere. A diagram. Somewhere." I fumbled in the glove
compartment. Cheryl had a rain parka in there, along with two flashlights and a
bottle of nail polish.
"There," she said, reaching over me and plucking a piece of creased
paper from between the seat and the door. She handed it to me and
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straightened up outside the car. "We really don't need that. I can see the
auditorium from here."
I nodded, but stuck the paper in my notebook anyway. Cheryl grabbed
her uniform and I followed her. In the distance, I could hear conversation, a
hundred people talking about important things.

I eased into a seat in the back of the new auditorium where Cheryl would
be presenting her seminar. She obviously wasn't alone on the ticket. Already
a couple of uniformed sheriffs men were hard at work setting up a fake crime
scene involving a sprawled female mannequin, blond wig crooked crazily atop
her head, and several yards of yellow police tape. "Police Line," it proclaimed.
"Do Not Cross."
And already the participants were gathering like faithful to a tent revival.
Mostly older, mostly female. A woman sat two chairs down from me and
plopped an off-white tote bag on the table in front of her. She was wearing a
purple polyester pants suit with a matching jacket, and her hair was piled on
top of her head in an elaborate configuration that involved two chopsticks and a
net. Romance writer, I thought.
Two chairs in the other direction sat a tall lean woman who folded
herself into the plastic swivel seat like Greta Garbo getting into a limo. She
was dressed entirely in black, with makeup so profusely applied that it looked
like she'd taken a magic marker to her face. She carried no papers, no tote
bags, only a slim cassette recorder the size of a cigarette pack. Agent, I
thought. Incognito.
The room filled rapidly. I opened my own notebook and laid it in front of
me, turned to a new page. I stared at it a while, all fresh and white and pristine.
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It began to unnerve me, so I pulled out my pen and wrote the date at the top.
Just a black squiggle, but it made me feel better, like I'd accomplished
something. I snapped the cap back on my pen, satisfied.
I always wrote in pen. The manager at the paper yelled at me all the
time for being slow, for not typing my copy right into the typesetter. But I
couldn't work that way. I needed ink in front of me, ink-stained paper, ink that
couldn't be rubbed out. If I made a mistake at the top of the page, I usually
started over, and the manager would whine about deadlines and killing trees
and I would just keep writing. I didn't trust those glowing green letters on my
computer monitor. They scrolled up into nothing, just disappeared. How can
you trust letters like that?
I tried writing in pencil once, but it didn't work. My words seemed
excruciatingly mortal in pencil, too insubstantial, as gray and incorporeal as
the dust that rises from mushrooms when you stomp them. I kept a whole box
of golf pencils at my desk anyway, because I liked to look at them, all nestled in
their little box like pieces of candy. Unsharpened. No erasers. Incapable of
either making mistakes or correcting them. I liked that thought. A pencil with
no regrets.
But I was a pen person now, a no-looking-back, everything-counts-thefirst-time-so-get-it-right-dummy kind of person. A typeset, justified right margin,
get everything in the first paragraph kind of person. I tapped on the table with
my pen. The lady in purple glared at me, like I'd just belched or something, so
while she stared at me, I pulled the cap off with my teeth and started writing.
Notebook entry: Conference participant Swannette Loftis was expelled
from the proceedings early on after her pantsuit blinded an innocent presenter.
She was later found dead in her room, apparently having drowned herself in
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her own perfume. Witnesses claim that she was a no-talent hack with big hair,
and authorities later burned an unfinished manuscript entitled Love's Heaving
Embrace out of embarrassment for her family.
"May I have your attention please?"
I looked up. A slight, gray-haired man eased himself behind the podium
and coughed politely. Silence passed in a wave through the room, except for
two deputies who laughed in good-natured undertones, ignorant of the room's
excellent acoustics. The purple-suited woman glared at them and wrote
something in her notebook. Probably taking names, I thought.
"Welcome to the First Annual Lettie Lou Smith Writers' Conference." He
smiled and paused, as if waiting for applause. "We are pleased to see each of
you here. Our first session— "Forensics and the Creative Writer"- will begin
shortly, followed by "What Cops Really Say and Do." So help yourself to the
coffee and soft drinks right across the hall, and we'll begin promptly at nine."
Cheryl stood beside a short amiable-looking man who carried a sheaf of
index cards and a slide carousel. She caught my eye and smiled tightly,
professionally. I shot her a thumbs up and her smile widened, but she didn't
move another muscle and kept her hands folded neatly behind her back. In her
uniform, she looked taller, leaner, especially when contrasted with the fumbling
little man with the round glasses who stood beside her.
And then I smelled it. Jovan Musk for Men. I heard the chair beside me
being pulled out, and when I glanced over, I saw a man in tight jeans and a
denim shirt taking his seat. I remembered that Jack always smelled clean and
warm, like fresh laundry hung in the sunshine.
The man smiled at me. "Excuse me, do you have the time?"
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I wanted to say of course I do, I'm thirty years old with no house and no
real job and no idea what to do next, all I've got is time. No matter what else
happens, the sun will rise and the sun will set and there will be twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week, and my only consolation at this point is that
there will be time.
But what I said was, "Five till nine."

Notebook entry- When I was seven, I started a diary. When I was
thirteen, I planned my life from high school graduation to death. By now I was
supposed to be a famous novelist with two children and a loving, wealthy
husband. Under my picture in the annual, they wrote "Most Likely to Win a
Pulitzer." Under Cheryl's, they wrote "Most Likely to Be A Cop and Settle Down
in Her Hometown and Be Ridiculously Happy."
Actually, all Cheryl got was "Most Popular." But then nobody asked me
to be on the annual staff.

The coffee was weak, but I drank it anyway. It trickled down my
esophagus and settled in my stomach where it mingled with the darker, headier
brew of the morning. I turned to a fresh page just as the lights dimmed.
The little man from earlier coughed nervously, his glasses catching the
glare of the slide projector. "Good morning," he said. "I'm Dr. Richards. And
we'll be talking about sudden death today. So I'd put down those danishes if I
were you." He looked over his shoulder and clicked the remote. "Not that this
stuff bothers me anymore. Cast iron composition. Comes with the territory."
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The first slide splashed onto the screen like a Jackson Pollack painting.
I saw reds and grays, blurry and indistinct. And then the image took shape and
leaped out at me like an ink blot from some obscene Rorschach test.
It was a human head, or to be more precise, half of a human head. The
entire room flinched as one being, but I was so shocked, I couldn't turn away.
Somewhere there are words to describe what a human head looks like with a
quarter of the skull missing, but I couldn't think of them at that moment. I
couldn't think of anything. I could only feel my heart beating in my chest, feel
the blood sliding along in my veins.
Then the screen went white. Dr. Richards chuckled. "Sorry. The
gunshot wound was supposed to be last, like a grand finale. I never could get
the hang of technology." He clicked to the next image, and I steeled myself for
it, tightening some place in my gut, hoping to keep the coffee down.
The slide machine whirred and the image swam into focus. It was a
cartoon, a caricature of some unlucky little man with his tongue distended, his
hands clutching his throat, an expression of shock and horror expertly sketched
on his face. It was the least funny cartoon I'd ever seen. Dr. Richards cleared
his throat.
"Poisons," he intoned, and I heard a hundred pens connect with paper. I
started writing too, anything to ease the tension winding my backbone into a
spring coil. My mind ran ahead of itself, foreshadowing the next slide in the
doctor's little show, probably a technicolor close-up of some poor slob whose
last meal tasted strangely of almonds, and whose face was now a stiff and
cyanotic blue.
I heard the machine click, and I forced myself to look up. There was a
piece of paper on the screen, the kind that third-graders carry in big cloth-
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covered loose-leaf notebooks. Crabbed handwriting lined the page like some
crazy electrocardiogram, and the photography was bad, blurry and out of focus.
I squinted at it, trying to read the garbled words.
"A suicide note," pronounced the doctor. "Written by an eighty-year-old
man who then drank a lethal mixture of household cleaner and insecticide. It
was not an easy death, not a pretty way to go. I'd rather have taken a table
saw to my lower intestine, which incidentally . . . But that's another story."
The man sitting beside me raised his hand. "What does the note say?"
"Mainly that he didn't want to be a burden to his family, that kind of stuff.
Sorry the slide's so blurred. I'm an ME, not a photographer."
The audience laughed politely. I looked down at my notebook. I
wondered about the kind of day that could despair a man who had lived for
eighty years, and decided that I too would not want to be alive to see it. I
wondered about his family, if they knew this final desperate act was now fodder
for romance novelists.
The man beside me kept talking. "Are there any poisons that are
completely undetectable? Anything that might mimic a heart attack or a
stroke? Something that even a trained professional like yourself couldn't find?"
The doctor wagged a finger at him. "If there were- and I'm not saying
there are-- do you think I'd tell anybody?"
Laughter again, this time more genuine. The audience was coming out
of its trance. I looked at the faces around me, listened to the whispers of
hushed conversation. This isn't so bad, they were saying. Not even as bad as
the television or that horror movie we went to see.
The doctor clicked to a new slide. His face seemed more relaxed now,
his forehead less creased and his eyes brighter. He stood in front of the room
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with his arms folded in front of his chest, one hand gesturing emphatically with
each point he made. Even his voice seemed clearer, more confident.
"Sudden death," he said. "Instant and utter termination of life. We see it
all the time and I'm not talking about a football game either." He paused to
receive the ripple of laughter, letting it subside before continuing.
"Blunt trauma. Gunshot. Stabbing. These are the kinds of things you
think of when you hear the words "sudden death." You all are writers, and so
you know that this stuff is dramatic. After all, there's nothing like a gaping
chest wound to catch your readers' attention, am I right?"
The audience murmured assent. I blinked slowly, waiting to hear the
plastic click and shuffle of the slide projector. The next slide was blurry, and for
a second I thought that only I was seeing it that way, that my brain was in
collusion with my eyes, that my eyesight was failing in some instinctive act of
biological mercy, a reflex I'd forgotten. But the doctor pushed a button and the
image metamorphosed, shrinking into clinical clarity.
It was a lump of purple flesh, pocked with white, about the size of a
clenched fist. Familiar and alien, obscene and sacred. I knew what it was,
even before the doctor spoke. I knew, and I didn't want to.
"Not all sudden death is the result of foul play." The doctor grew
philosophical. "For the human body is a tricky thing, full of surprises. You can
appear perfectly healthy on the outside, and then BOOM! You're dead. Just
like this young fellow. College student. Decided to try out for the football team.
Ran two laps and then collapsed under the goal post." The doctor snapped his
fingers. "Dead in two minutes."
He pointed at the screen. "See right here. See how his left ventricle just
exploded. Twenty years old, but with a timebomb for a heart." The doctor
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shook his head. "Here one minute, gone the next. And this boy probably
thought he had a lifetime ahead of him ..."
I gazed at the heart, at its blasted left ventricle. It seemed like nothing
that had ever lived, nothing human, as inorganic as a hunk of veined marble. I
pictured it red and beating, and in my mind it was firm and muscled, an engine
of life. No, more like a separate creature, an independent being. Not that cold
purple thing, that quivery lumpish thing that flopped soft and dead on a cold
steel plate.
My breath caught in my throat. I felt it flutter back into my lungs, trapped
by a constriction that I couldn't control. My body seemed to be rebelling
against me, and with a rush of understanding like a rush of blood, I realized
how trapped I was by its intense fragility, the bright claim of blood and the
beating demand of my own heart. This tenuous breath, the frail surge of my
body's tides, the ebb and flow of life, trickling. And then this, this treason of
your own heart, this brutal rebellion. It seemed the ultimate betrayal.
The slide flickered and changed. The light glinted off the doctor's
glasses as he pointed and smiled, his teeth bright and solid. He smiled at the
microscopic breakdown, the molecular disintegration, how the mitochondria
and corpuscles and fibers of the heart conspired to kill this young man running
his first laps around a sandy track. I remembered the twenty dead
rattlesnakes, their tawny striped skin dulled with the sheen of blood. I
remembered Jack's breath against the back of my neck, warmed by his lungs,
warmed by his blood.
I moved the pen on the page, writing in an almost indecipherable scrawl.
Then this is what is true, I wrote, for every moment is a last moment for
someone, something, somewhere. This is plot and theme, I wrote, the
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beginning and middle and end that make stories of us all. I scribbled harder,
faster, my fingers cramping around the slick plastic pen. The difficult thing is
separating the main idea from everything else, I wrote, without ever losing the
smell of boiled peanuts, the taste of cabernet.
The room grew warm. I stood, surprised that my legs worked, feeling for
the first time the stretch and pull of my own muscles. I left my notebook behind,
the page almost blank except for the last letters trailing into nothing. My hands
still shook from the effort. I felt Cheryl's eyes at my back, and if I had looked at
her, she would have followed me into the hall, so I kept my head down and my
eyes wide open. I blundered down the dark unfamiliar aisle, grabbing chairs
for support, feeling my hands brush the backs of people I didn't know.
I headed down the hall, my hands folded across my chest. When my
mother found a lump in her breast she had walked like that for days and we
always thought she was cold, we always asked her if we should turn the heat
up. We didn't know. Dear God, shouldn't we have known?
My feet barely made noise as I walked. I passed a water fountain and I
stopped and listened to the sound it made, a soft mechanical hum. I had been
expecting seminars in plot and presentations on character, lectures instructing
me in the art of theme, all of them led by pale artistic women in rooms as neat
as shoe boxes. But for me, in that raw moment, there was no dissection of the
epiphany, no come-to-realize marked by summary and action and sparkling
dialogue. I was numb to any technique.
I stood in front of the water fountain and held my mouth to the cool
streaming water. Later I would look for a telephone. Later there would be
words. But at that moment, in that silent empty hall, all I could do was drink,
and drink deeply.

A Little Place of Forgetting

"Ignis fatuus," I say loudly, pointing to the words in the pamphlet, trying
to make myself heard over the rumble and thump of tires on packed dirt. "You
ever heard of that, Carter?"
"Foolish fire," he says back, not looking up. "Sometimes called ghost
lights. It's a natural phenomena, though, not a supernatural one."
We have been riding in the back of Simon's van for almost an hour, and
Carter still hasn't looked up from the lens in his lap. This is typical. As
conversational styles go, Carter's is pretty straightforward— never speak first,
keep your hands busy, and answer only the interesting questions. He prefers
to let me carry the weight of conversation, bear it swiftly down the line like a
quarterback running the game ball.
"Do you really believe in this stuff?" I yell at Carter. "I mean, ghosts and
all?"
This is the third time I've asked this question since we started this trip,
and Carter has yet to answer. It's an important question, though, not just
something to fill conversational space. According to the pamphlet he gave me,
the house we're photographing tonight- a house the pamphlet says is slated to
be torn down- is certifiably haunted, and I just want to know what he thinks
about that whole idea. The supernatural, I mean. I know how he feels about
the demolition.
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Personally, I'm not convinced about ghosts, no matter what the stories in
that little booklet say. It's put out by the local historical society, of which
Carter's a member, and even though he is the only one of us who has ever
been to this house, he's not driving, Simon is. Earlier he drew Simon a map on
a napkin, knowing that Simon always drives and that we always end up riding
in the back with the equipment. The map isn't very good-- Carter has no sense
of linear scale-- but Simon's eyes are glued to it like it's one of those stone
tablets the Ten Commandments came on.
"Are you listening to me, Carter?" I say again.
He nods gravely, but still doesn't look up from his lens. He's polishing
the casing with a soft chamois cloth, his fingers deft and precise even though
the van is jostling through potholes the size of moon craters, and I know it must
be one of his own lens, not one of Simon's. Those are good enough for proms
and weddings, for bright smiling people with white teeth and overstyled hair.
Not for houses. In Carter's mind, houses deserve more respect. I watch his
hands. They are pale and small, magician's hands, distracting and diverting.
"So how much longer?" I ask him. "Assuming we're on the right road."
"We're on the right road," Carter replies. "About five more miles."
I alter my gaze, trying to catch his eyes, but I can't. He is so good at
being evasive that you can't even tell he's doing it— there's no uncomfortable
shifting, no sudden looking away. This bothered me when I first came to work
for Simon (who never seemed to notice Carter's aversion to direct eye contact),
but not anymore. We've all got our roles, and we fill them nicely. Carter's the
techie, always behind the big umbrellas, his baseball cap pulled low over his
forehead. I'm the front person, because I smile so easy. Simon's the talentmoody, intense, as fickle as a weathervane.
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Only I have to remember to call him Mr. Jennings when Carter's around.
And I have to be careful that the cameras and flashes and tripods stacked
around me don't take a tumble. He's still my boss, no matter what else we do
in the darkroom, and if I let one piece of his equipment slip and shatter, then
I'm in for it as much as Carter is. Maybe more.
"Anyway," I say. "I've never seen a ghost, so I guess I can't believe. My
grandmother used to tell me stories though, scary ones with lots of moaning
and hand wringing. Her breath whistled through this gap in her teeth, and she
had really bright eyes, like a squirrel. She talked about ghost lights too, how
they lead people into dangerous places. I would tell you one of her stories, but
I'm no good at it. Not like Gramma."
I pause, but Carter doesn't interrupt. Unlike most people, he doesn't nod
or make "hmmm" noises or say things like "how interesting." He always pays
attention, though. I know this because of the things he says afterward, sharp
slender statements like needles in haystacks, things you never thought about
and don't have an answer for right offhand.
We drive over a little bridge, narrow and low, and I clutch the edge of
the seat. I have never liked empty spaces- basements, alleys, really big
churches- but bridges are the worst. It's the way they open up underneath
you. I don't even like pauses in conversation. This makes talking with Carter
difficult at times, and I have to bite my tongue to keep from chattering on and
on about meaningless things.
Simon looks over the seat. "Are you sure this is the right road?"
Carter nods. "Just watch for deer. They're bad along here, this time of
day."
"Yeah, yeah. Deer. Got it."
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It is late summer, late in the day. Trees stretch overhead in a thick
canopy, an unbroken arching green, as tight as holding hands. We are moving
parallel to the Savannah River, like a small craft running downstream, but I
cannot see the water anymore. Simon turned off Bay Street a long time ago,
passing the industrial complexes and paper mills squatting along the river's
edge. After that, we crossed through fields of old corn and new cotton, washed
gold in the afternoon light, but all I can see now is dense green and patchy
shadow. I know that if the windows were open though, I could still smell the
river, rich and heavy and salty against the roof of my mouth.
"You never answered my question," I say.
"About believing in ghosts?" Carter shrugs. "I do, in principle anyway."
"So you've never seen one?"
"No. No, I haven't." His voice seems wistful. "Not that I haven't been
looking, but. . . but I suspect that might be the problem. Ghosts are peripheral
creatures. You can't see them straight on."
I am surprised to hear him talk so much, so suddenly, and I wonder if
I've stumbled onto something close to Carter's heart. Ghosts. I know only a
little about them, just what I'd heard in Gramma's stories, not the technical stuff
that Carter talks about. Earlier he'd told me about scotographs- unexplained
images on unexposed film, supposedly put there by the psychic energy of the
person taking the picture. He said that sometimes he could feel cold spots in a
room, but that he had no quantitative measure, no objective way to record the
experience. He told me all of this with his face averted, his eyes focused on
the equipment he was packing.
"So this place has a ghost?" I ask him now.
"So they say."
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Simon looks over the seat again. "It damn well better. I'm not driving
into the booniest of the boondocks just for the scenery. This is an important
shoot. My big break. Remember, the professor said the pictures I take tonight
might save this place. Right, Carter?" Carter nods. Simon faces the road,
then whips his head back around. "Julie, you did remember the big umbrella,
didn't you?"
"Yes, Mr. Jennings." Simon always calls me something less than my full
name. Julie. Jules. Sometimes just J. Never Julianne.
"And the extra batteries? Carter?"
"I remembered."
I smile at Carter. He shakes his head and returns his attention to the
lens. This is the most agitated I've seen Simon in a long time. He's hopped up
on this shoot, on fire with it. All yesterday in the photo shop, he fiddled with
equipment, making me sort through the photo album with the newlywed clients,
making Carter sweep floors. He has the burning again, that slow simmering
energy he develops whenever someone praises his artistic merit.
This time it's some college professor. He wants to put Simon in a show
about local landmarks. He says that Simon's marsh photos are especially
evocative, that he "uses light like a brush" and "pierces the outer hull of reality."
He's a member of the same historical society as Carter, and he convinced both
him and Simon that putting this old plantation home in the show will call
attention to its plight, maybe find a interested buyer for it. I think the old man's
full of pretentious nonsense, like most art professors, but I understand Simon's
response. All he hears most of the time are brides saying, "But that one makes
my nose look big!" and then they all frown at Simon like he had something to
do with the size of their noses instead of God Almighty.
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Unfortunately, Simon's enthusiasm can at times outstrip his ability. This
isn't the first time someone has shot him full of bluster with a little flattery. And
like every other time, he'll ride this wave until it crashes, believing at last that
his big break has arrived. But in the end, it's always the same-old-same-old.
Truth be told, Simon's great with portraits, but that's about it. Neither Carter
nor I have the heart to tell him. I'm just his assistant, after all, not his
counselor.
But I like my job. My favorite part is putting on the red light in the
darkroom, shutting the door, and dropping the pictures in the bath. The images
start all liquid and swimmy and translucent, almost three-dimensional beneath
the developer, which is the color of marsh water in that close dimness, tannic
and alive. I pat the pictures down into the developer, humming to myself. A
chant seems appropriate, an incantation, some tossing of roots and voodoo
powders into the mix. Photography is such an arcane science, as chemical as
sex, and it makes my heart beat faster with the power of it.
Carter polishes the lens. Simon drives. I keep my knees pulled up to
my chest, chin balanced on the patch of flesh showing white through my jeans.
The motor drones in my head, making a kind of silence there, and I remember.
It is always this way with me. I feel the hollow pain returning, the phantom
pain, and I wrap my arms around my belly. Later, I remind myself. I'll tell him
later.
"Her name's Eliza, isn't it?" I say, too loudly.
Carter nods. Simon looks in the rearview mirror. He has such dark
eyes, with centers like pieces of charcoal. "Who?" he asks.
"The ghost," I say. My voice sounds strange to me, like it does on a
tape recorder. Simon frowns and returns his attention to the road. I know
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about Eliza because I read her story in the pamphlet. She's a gray lady, a spirit
who died of a broken heart. One fine spring afternoon she watched her
betrothed— a Confederate recruit a full two years younger than I am at this very
moment- march past her daddy's fields to a strange cold place, where he died
with only stars for company. She died too, not long after, sitting at her
bedroom window, the same window from where she'd watched him walk away.
Her mother found her one morning, her gray eyes open toward the empty field,
her abandoned heart finally still.
I am making this last part up, elaborating just a little. But it seems right.
My gramma always said not to watch a person until they disappeared. She
said that you should cut your gaze away at the last second, that it was bad luck
to hold them to nothing with your eyes. This too seems right, but it is so hard to
do. That's why I feel so sorry for Eliza, wasting away like she did to a scrap of
broken shell and broken heart, eyes wide with watching.
My own heart trips a little. It does that when I'm nervous, just a quick
fluttering and then business as usual. And I know why I'm nervous. It's this
thing I have to tell Simon. There are other words, more clinical words, for what
I have to say, but "thing" is comfortable. Formless, shapeless. That's the
image I kept to myself the whole time the doctor was working on me. Just
tissue, just clay. Unspecific and unnamable. I did not tell Simon before,
thinking it would be easier after. I was wrong. It seems like a confession now,
after the fact. But there are details that need clearing up, small impersonal
bits, like how it cost more than I expected. Both of my cards are already maxed
out. It seems there should be more to tell him, but I forget what. I forget why.
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I watch the back of his head as he drives. He always drives. His hair is
beautiful in the afternoon light, warm brown with red-gold streaks. Warm like
his eyes. Like his skin and his hands.
I examine Carter carefully, trying to decide if he knows about the two of
us, but he is inscrutable, a Sphinx among men. There's a red light on the
outside of the darkroom, just a little bare bulb, but it means "do not disturb."
Creation in progress. When Simon and I are together, the light is always on,
the door always shut. Sometimes, though, I would listen for Carter's footsteps.
I never heard them, but if he came, he respected the red light and never
opened the door. Never even knocked.
"So her name is Eliza," I say. And Carter nods.

From the road, the old white house doesn't look haunted. It's big and
square and tilted on its foundation, but freshly painted, even the slightly saggy
porch. Five crooked windows scatter across the front, each bordered with new
green shutters, and the roofing tiles seem new as well. There's a ladder
leaning against one side, empty paint cans stacked beneath it. Most
surprising, an elaborate gingerbread trim runs along the edge of the porch
railing, lacy in its delicacy, like spiderwebs of white wood. Somebody tried, I
think. Tried and gave up.
"It looks old," I say.
"It is. One hundred and eighty-five years old," Carter replies. He would
know this. He is a man of details after all, always fiddling with the apertures,
tweaking the f-stop just a hair.
Simon wheels the van up front, just beyond a dead pecan tree. The rest
of the yard is in tangles, wild spurts of yellowed nutgrass mixing with clumps of
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broomsage and beggar lice. This is a picnic ground for rattlers, I think. Snake
haven. Nothing vibrant, not even kudzu, just a dry brown deadness like the
bottom of an empty riverbed.
"What's this place called again?" I ask Carter.
"Coldbrook Plantation." The van jerks to a stop. "They want to tear it
down, you know."
"They? Who they?"
"Everybody. The owners are trying to sell it to people who will
appreciate it, but. .

He shrugs. "The land's only good for farming. See how

the fields come right up to the house, going around it like a big rock in the way.
Nobody wants to live here. Too much trouble, an old house, too much history.
Too much . . ." He shakes his head.
"Too much what?"
"Just too much. People like a fresh start, you know."
I push open the back door of the van. The warm air is a rush against the
chill of the air conditioner. I don't feel Carter's disdain. Maybe I get these
people. It must be difficult to watch a house die this way. There is a heaviness
here, a yielding to slow merciless gravity. I am sad, but I understand their
desertion. I could not live in a dying thing either.
We pile out of the van. Simon slams his car door, and the sound is a
spasm of noise in the afternoon stillness. As I stretch my legs, Simon walks
around the back of the van and strides toward the house. I can see his eyes in
the last sunlight, and they are wild and shining, like the first blue dazzle from a
flashbulb. His pupils shift and dilate in the mingled shadow, and I know he is
framing the house in his mind, already confining it to the negative. Behind him,
Carter starts pulling boxes from the van. Simon pays him no attention.
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"This is great," he says. He looks around, finds me. "Come on, Jules.
Let's start scoping out this place."
"Don't you want me to unload . . ."
"No, no. Let Carter get it. I need you inside."
Carter keeps pulling boxes out, setting them on the ground. He doesn't
say anything. Neither do I. The sun still sits whole above the horizon, but it is
sinking fast, its light going honeythick and languorous, like syrup. The house
looks even sadder in this last light, this dying light.
I turn and head for the front door. As I pass Simon, he presses his hand
to the small of my back, just so.

Inside, the house smells like potpourri at first- as if the absent owners
are trying to charm us into buying the place-- but its real scent lies below that
smell. It is a dry dark smell, like the underneath of beds. The lights are off
except for the living room, which Simon has just turned on. They give off a pale
yellow light that I suspect was intended to warm up the dark wooden paneling
and tea-colored plank floor. Instead it makes the room sallow. Even the bright
yellow curtains look waxen.
Simon turns the light off and yanks open the window. "Hey, Julie!" he
calls. "Find that camera with the 800 speed. This light is amazing, utterly
amazing." He tells me this over his shoulder, not looking back, striding around
the room like a returning war hero. His lens bag is slung over his shoulder. He
is an adventurer again, and I want to be happy for him, this poacher of history.
He seems so excited, so psyched.
I hear Carter on the steps and I move to open the door. The stairs groan
and creak beneath his sneakers, and I can't see him for the boxes piled high in
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his arms. I hold the door open for him, and he puts the boxes down just inside
the door, beside an ancient umbrella stand painted a dark, pecan brown. I run
my finger over its stubbled surface.
"Is this an antique?"
"Everything left is an antique," he says. "They're a part of the house,
included in the asking price."
There's a small round table just behind me. It sits awkwardly in the
middle of the room, and I know that a sofa must have crouched beside it once,
before the owners carted all of their things away. I suddenly notice other holes
in the room, empty places where other furniture once sat. I can fill in the gaps.
A recliner chair, a loveseat. An entertainment center on the far wall, opposite
the fireplace. It is a pretty fireplace, an unusual gray brick, but the phantom
furniture had been pointed away from it, toward the now blank wall with its
many electrical outlets.
Now only the old stuff remains. The pieces are massive, weighty. The
kind of things people inherit and then try to pass off at a yard sale. A
grandfather clock. A roll top desk. A ladder-back chair newly upholstered with
a garish Southwestern print, a mistaken stab at contemporary decor. Simon
weaves his way around the room, like a fish in a new aquarium.
"They left this stuff? This must be worth a lot of money," he says,
shaking his head.
Carter shrugs. "They're rich already. This was their attempt at country
living, like the kind you see in magazines. Anyway, they preferred something
more modern, and these things didn't fit in."
The disdain in his voice is barely detectable, just the thinnest vibration of
bitterness. I can picture the room before they finally gave up on it, the
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knickknacks along sleek pale shelves, the groupings of etchings, a big print
over the fireplace. A Kandinsky probably, something bright and spastic to fill
the empty spaces. The old stuff would have been a reminder of something
else, something beyond themselves. I picture these people. They are very
busy, very intense. The man wears French cuffs, the woman runs during her
lunch hour.
Simon ducks into an adjoining room without a word. His presence still
lingers though, haunting the room like the absent stereo system. I imagine him
on the other side of the wall, light meter in hand, stalking some rare play of line
and shadow.
Carter holds his camera up to his face. It is his own camera, not one of
Simon's, an older model, meticulously maintained. The other stuff in the box is
unfamiliar to me. He unloads it with a seriousness I thought only doctors
possessed, and I catch glimpses of metal and black industrial-looking plastic
things.
"Is that your ghost-hunting equipment?"
Carter looks down. For a moment he looks embarrassed, then he raises
his head just the tiniest bit and regards me matter-of-factly from under the brim
of his hat.

"Yeah. Thermometers. Infrared film." He smiles. It is a nice smile,

barely curving the corner of his mouth. No teeth showing.
I finger the thermometer. "This helps you catch them in the act?"
"What act?"
"Ghost acts. Haunting."
His smile widens. "You can't catch ghosts. They just are. They exist
outside of time and place. Like this house, this house . .
head. "The air is very busy here."

He just shakes his
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I nod like I understand, like I feel what he's feeling. But I feel nothing.
The air is still and musty to me, and I know that it always will be. When I was
little, I used to look for the ghosts my grandmother told me about. At night I
would close my eyes tight, hold my breath even tighter, and shove my hand
under the bed, flailing my arm like a whip at whatever lurked there among the
dust bunnies and shoe boxes.
Nothing ever happened. I remained untouched by the spirit element.
Even in church, I felt strangely disassociated from the swelling music and the
white-robed priests and choir members, moving like strange doctors and
nurses up and down the aisles. Even the incense smelled antiseptic to me,
pure and incomprehensible. I placed the unleavened bread on my tongue and
tasted only flour, dry and powdery, like mummified crackers. I take a deep
breath of the room and it smells like that communion wafer, like dust and
oldness and abandoned memory. I shake my head clear.
Simon sticks his head in the door. "We need to do the dining room first,"
he says. "I want a picture of that chandelier."

He stares back into the hall,

wipes his hands on his khakis. Already it is getting dark, and he senses it,
knows that the light is deserting him.

"Then the parlor. The cobwebs on that

big hunk of furniture will be tricky . . ."
"Chiffarobe . . ." Carter supplies.
"But I think I can pull it off, if we hurry." He turns on his heel and slips
from the room. His leave-taking, as always, is abrupt. Then he pokes his head
back inside the room and cocks an eyebrow at me.
"Julie? You coming?"
I look at Carter. He is concentrating on his camera, on adjusting the
settings. I smile at Simon. One of the universe's conjuring tricks, this heat
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between us. I think of scientific words. Magnetism. Electricity. Gravity. Lots
of fire and energy, but little matter, little mass. He flares brightly in my memory,
like the sulfur strike of a match or the searing lick of stone against stone. It is
not a deep heat, not a heat to warm your hands by, not a blood heat. But it
suffices. It suffices quite nicely.
"I'll be right there, Mr. Jennings," I say.

Simon is all motion now, all hands and eyes and shifting muscles. Yet
there is a focus to the energy, a nucleus in the center that coordinates his
velocity. This is what drew him to me, I think, in his recklessness. I would
never have pursued him. It would never have occurred to me. I am always the
still one.
I watch him circling the room, his camera like a part of him. He is
stalking the invisible, honing in on some subtle play of light and shadow that I
cannot see. The camera whirrs, and I watch, trying to see what it sees, what
he sees. Blinking and focusing, sharper and sharper still. He moves in on the
chiffarobe, closer and closer.
"It's a nice piece," I say.
"Could you bring me the other flash, the one by the bag? This thing just
isn't. . . this just won't..." He makes some noise in the back of his throat. It's
starting, I think. The frustration. The inability of his talent to keep pace with his
imagination.
I walk to the bag and kneel beside it. This is holy stuff, this bag of parts.
It is the only thing that he and Carter have in common, their explicit trust in
such things. But as I watch Simon, the camera seems so much more like a
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weapon in his hands. Even the words he uses are belligerent. Aim. Shoot.
Capture an image.
I pass it to him, and his hand brushes against mine as he takes it from
me. Warm. I remember how warm. I stand as he pops the flash, testing it,
then slipping it into the hot shoe mount on top of his camera. He tests it again,
and the light runs past me at a heated gallop, like lightning. There should be
thunder, I think, following this man wherever he goes.
"I have something to tell you," I say.
He doesn't answer. I have grown used to this too, and I move closer.
"Simon?"
He still ignores me. I catch myself staring at his hands, and then I look
away. It makes both of us uncomfortable- my watching him- and I cast my
eyes sideways, keeping him in my periphery. Seeing him this way, actually
stimulated for the first time in a long time, is a new thing. The past months all I
have seen is discontent. It has been up to me to make the prom queens
dimple, me to lay the train around the brides like a deflated satin parachute and
tell them that they glow. Simon just sulked behind the camera, squeezing the
shutter bulb at the count of three, his talent unrecognized and unrewarded.
Then along came the professor. . .
And now he's on fire again. I wonder how long this one will last, how
long he can sustain the burning.
He looks at me from behind the camera. "Hey Jules, go stand in front of
that door."
I look around. "What door?"
Simon gestures impatiently. "The big one, leading to the kitchen. I need
a light reading."
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I don't see what my posing in front of the door has to do with a light
reading. Simon doesn't explain. I hear a noise behind me and see Carter
standing in the shadows of the hallway. Instinctively, I take a step away from
Simon, put space between us.
I move toward the door while Carter watches. Simon advances on me,
his camera lowered, light meter extended in one brown slim hand. "Yeah,
yeah. Hold that."
Carter hugs the edge of the wall, slipping soundlessly into the room,
moving behind the white umbrella that Simon has erected in the comer. His
head is bent over his battery pack, but at Simon's voice, he looks up.
"A cooling board door," he says. I lean against the door and brush my
hair from my forehead. I have no idea what he's talking about.
Simon examines the light meter. "A what?"
Carter moves forward, stepping over a vinyl bag without even looking
down. He stands inches in front of me, so close I can feel his warmth fall
across me. I look into his face, tuck my hands into the small of my back. He is
not looking at me; his eyes are focused on the door. His hand reaches past me
to trace a pattern I can't see.
"See how easy this would slip from its hinges?" he says. He runs his
hand along the wood, still not looking at me. "They laid it on two sawhorsessee the boards nailed along the back so it wouldn't slip- and then the men set
it up in the parlor."
Simon moves closer. "For what?"
"For funerals. It was made strong, so that it would last. After the
funeral, they just hung it back up until the next time."
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"How practical," Simon mutters under his breath, but Carter doesn't
seem to hear. He is still examining the door carefully, reverently even, like a
prophet in the presence of a holy relic. I shiver, despite the heavy summer air,
and move closer to Carter, putting another inch between the wood and my
back. My shirt sticks to my skin.
"It looks well-used," I say.
"It probably was. There was a lot of death back then."
Simon shakes his head and aims the light meter at it. "So what?
There's a lot of death now. Bombings, serial killings, drive-by shootings. But
you don't see us strapping Grandma to the kitchen door and serving her up like
a buffet. It's uncivilized, putting dead people on a kitchen door. People eat in
there, for Christ's sakes."
Carter wipes the dust from his hands. "They were just more realistic
about death. More practical."
I try to think about the practicality of death, but it eludes me, the same
way that all things methodical and orderly slip through my grasp. Simon
shakes his head and smiles at me. Carter, he's thinking. What a weirdo.
Carter doesn't see, or if he does, he doesn't care to notice. He just pulls his
hat lower on his forehead and backs away, leaving me face to face with Simon.
I catch the smell of the house again, dry and old and gray, and I imagine
that death smells the same way. I wish I felt like Carter did. I wish I could be
practical about death, see something beyond it. I lean farther backwards until I
am flat against the door. I press my palms against the wood, so smooth that it's
almost powdery.
If souls exist, they were here once. I wait for some tingle. I arch my
back and my shoulders rub the criss-cross boards, the ones that keep things
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from slipping when they shouldn't. It is solid and heavy and warmer now, but
that is all. There is nothing beyond the door but the kitchen.
The flashbulb explodes in my eyes with a pop and a whine, and then all I
can see are bright spots and blindness.
"Nice," says Simon, smiling at me. "Keep that look."
I blink, light-dazzled. When my vision clears, Simon has moved on, and
is now snapping shot after shot of the broken grandfather clock. It seems to
pose stiffly before him, a reluctant subject. Simon arranges a spotlight on its
face, and even more insulting, pulls open the glass door at the bottom,
exposing the still gold heart of the timepiece.
"It looks embarrassed," I say, walking over to him. I would be too, at
such scrutiny. It is like when Simon stares at me in the darkroom, as if he is
framing a shot. His eyes roam over my face, his fingers move my hair just so.
He does everything but adjust the lighting.
"Get me my water, will you?" he says, gesturing with a free hand. The
heat is intense in this room. Simon sweats in it, but I don't think he cares. He
is intent on the shot. He is the predator again, circling and stalking. Suddenly
the room seems smaller, and I feel the first film of sweat on my bare throat and
my forehead. I look around. Carter is gone. I didn't even hear him leave.
"You shut the windows," I say.
"Yeah. I couldn't concentrate for the damn frogs. Thank God they don't
have these things in the city. The noise would drive me nuts."
I get his water bottle. The plastic is lukewarm, but Simon puts it to his
lips, tilts his head back, and swallows mouthful after mouthful. When he's
done, he replaces the cap and hands it back to me, wiping his mouth with the
back of his hand.
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"Can I try?"
"What?"
"The camera." I hold out my hand. "Can I try?"
I have never asked this before. He lowers the camera and studies me,
to see if I'm serious. I had expected to be ignored, or quickly rejected, but not
this, this frank examination and intense silence. He smiles tightly, and my
stomach quivers. A drop of sweat trickles down my throat, between my
breasts, and I follow his eyes there. Then he looks up, looks straight at me.
"Here," he says.
He passes me the camera, still warm with the ghost of his body heat,
and I take it in my hands. As I hold it, I remember Carter's talk of scotographs,
and I feel as if I could imprint myself on the film, create and conceive in my own
image without even pressing a button.
This, this I can do. I advance the film and scan the living room. Just to
my right, lit by the buttery light of the rising moon, is the entrance to the dining
room. Through the door, I see the chandelier, bordered by the doorframe. It is
massive, like a wedding cake made of icicles, each sliver of glass catching and
refracting the light. Frame and composition. Angle and shadow.
I snap, advance the frame, and snap again, this time tighter, closer.
Simon moves behind me, silent, his shadow a knife at my feet. He is so close
to me, so close I feel the rhythm of his breath, but he doesn't touch me. I
realize this is foreplay for him, and my heart flutters again, just once. The
chandelier seems to shudder in the gilded light, drawing me, charming me. My
finger freezes on the button, waiting. I almost believe I can close my eyes and
will the shot, snap the shutter with my mind. I imagine my imprint on the dark
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negative, my psychic thumbprint like an embryo in the dark womb of the
camera.
I hear Carter on the stairs. His workboots echo in the empty house,
reminding me that I am not alone. We are not alone. The shadow slides
backward and the warmth retreats from my back. I squeeze off the shot.
"Nice," says Simon. I can still smell his cologne. The words burn my
tongue, but I say nothing. I just hand the camera back to him and turn away. I
know that he wants me to lift my face to his so that he can look down at me,
serious and intense, eyes piercing and penetrating. But I keep my head down,
my eyes averted. He stands in the center of the room for a moment longer,
then spins on his heel and strides into the dining room.

Carter knows about me and Simon, I decide. I can tell. I can see into
his head now, maybe even into his heart at times. We are alone now, in the
upstairs shadows. Deserted by Simon, I have followed him here, to Eliza's
room. Simon cannot listen to me now, not like I want him to listen, and it is
easier to forget about it for the time being. Up here, it is just Carter and me and
whatever lurks in this empty space.
I suck in a breath. "This is not what I thought a haunted bedroom would
be like."
"What did you expect?"
"I don't know. Something more dungeon-like. Something with chains on
the wall or a big spike in the middle, surrounded by old bones."
Carter shakes his head. He is taking me seriously. "Dungeons are a
European fixture, not American. And what you're describing isn't a dungeon,
it's an oubliette."
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"A what?"
"Oubliette. It's French for "a little place of forgetting." Much smaller,
and much more common than dungeons. Just little rooms, usually below
ground, with sharp stakes fixed in the center. Like tiger traps, only for people."
He says this so calmly, as if quoting an encyclopedia entry.
I step back and let him enter first. "You didn't have to share that."
"I just wanted you to understand. There are bad places, but this is not
one of them."
"Then why is it haunted?"
Carter shrugs. "Who knows why the dying attach themselves?" He
moves toward the far comer, and I follow, thinking of distant places where
people kill the things they don't want to remember. Kill them, but keep them
close. I watch Carter set up. Unlike Simon, he does not surge into action. He
places his bag in a corner, gently, as if he doesn't want to disturb the dust.
Then he folds his legs under him, pushes his cap back, and waits.
"Now what?" I ask.
"Nothing."
This is a non-answer as far as I am concerned, like those non-questions
posed by Zen masters. So I sit beside him and prop my chin in my hands. The
buttons on my cuffs have come undone, and the material flops around my
wrists. I try to catch his eye.
"Ghost are attracted to nothing?"
Carter puts his camera in his lap. "You can't attract ghosts."
"I don't see why not. . ."
"You just can't."
"You're not answering my questions, Carter."
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"You're not asking questions. You're just making statements with
question marks at the end." He pauses. There is no irritation in his voice.
"You want a candy bar?"
I take a beat. This is a sudden segue, even for Carter. "Yeah. I think I
do. Thanks."
He fumbles in the pocket of his jean jacket and then hands me a
Snickers. He has one for himself too, and he begins unwrapping it so quietly
that I can barely hear the paper crackle. I try to do the same. I watch his
fingers move deftly in the half-shadows. I make a lot of noise.
"I wish I could see a ghost. I would believe then. It would be easy then."
Carter cocks his head at me. He has a way of hesitating, as if there
were something on his mind that he has the delicacy to avoid. It is an odd
feeling, the kind of feeling that makes you check your teeth in mirrors or try to
sniff your breath.
I pull the wrapper away and crumple it into a ball. Immediately the
chocolate starts to melt and my fingertips grow wet and sticky. "My
grandmother said that I had the second sight," I tell him. "She said that she
could tell by the way my eyes got clear when I was daydreaming. Muddy brown
to clear, like water running clean. She's the only one who ever saw this."
Carter takes a bite of his candy bar. He chews slowly.
"But I've spent my whole life looking, Carter. And I haven't seen
anything yet. Either I'm blind, or there's just nothing out there."
He swallows. He seems to be waiting for me to finish the story, but that
is all there is to tell. I smile at him. "I guess that's my problem, huh? Always
looking. The old forest-for-the-trees syndrome."

66
"Maybe." Carter reaches for his satchel, pulls out a silver thermos like
constructions workers carry. "But I always thought that proverb was
backwards. I think that sometimes you can't see the trees for the forest. All
that green. You want some coffee?"
"Sure, coffee is great," I say.
Of course I accept. I love coffee, love everything about it. But at that
moment, I think I would have taken anything he placed before me. He offers
coffee like he offers everything, with such blunt sincerity, that I find myself
incapable of refusal. I watch him unscrew the thermos and pour a dark stream
into the lid. He takes his black, has brought no cream or sugar. He has only
the one cup, but he is willing to share.
"Here," he says.
I cup the lid in my hands and sip. It tastes expensive, an extravagant
blend, rich and strong without a hint of bitterness. A surprising choice,
considering Carter's paycheck, and I feel the stab of intimacy that comes from
such sudden insight. I return the cup to his hands, and he puts it to his lips.
It is strange to sit in this old bedroom, sipping coffee that only Simon
should be able to afford, and I realize that I have forgotten him. If I listen, I can
probably hear him downstairs. The snap and whir of his camera, the erratic
shuffle of his footsteps on the creaky floorboard. If I listen, I will find him again,
in the trajectory of his circling. His attraction is strong, but up here, in this room
with the high ceilings and empty windows, it is a whispering thing.
Carter passes the mug back to me and I clasp it between my hands.
There is an urge to lick the trickle of coffee that is running down the side, but I
restrain myself. I don't even take a sip. I just hold it close to my face, and that
is enough, to have that warm, mahogany smell in my head.
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Then I hear it. A soft scratching, an animal sound. Carter goes tense. I
breathe harder. I want to say something, but the silence is portentous. Only
the scritch, scritch, scritch at the half-closed door. Carter tilts his head in that
direction, cocking his senses like cocking a gun. Now my heart beats faster.
The door bursts open. I scream and hot coffee sloshes in my lap. The
candy bar hits the floor. Carter lurches backwards as Simon barrels through
the door. His face is split in an enormous grin.
"Boo!" he says, laughing.
I look at Carter first, half-expecting him to explode to his feet and throw
himself at Simon. But he looks up at him with such a look, a look I can't
describe. It seems familiar though, and I know that I have wanted to look at
Simon in the same way.
The coffee spreads across my thigh, a strange seeping warmth that feels
like blood. Simon doesn't notice. He is laughing, pointing. He slaps Carter on
the shoulder, a friendly guy-to-guy thing.
"Had you going, didn't I? Didn't I! Boy, you should see your face. You
thought it was a ghost, didn't you?" He raises his hands over his head. He is
extraordinarily pleased with himself. "Boo!" he repeats. "Boooo!"
I look up at him, and he extends his hand to me. "But enough fun for
one evening. Come on, Julie. Time to get back to work."
I let him pull me up. Carter doesn't say anything, but I don't expect him
to. As I get to my feet, I notice the candy bar I dropped, covered with dirt and
dust now. Yes, Carter knows. He has known for a while.
"Right, Mr. Jennings," I say. His hand is warm and familiar.
In the hallway, I yank free of him. "That wasn't very nice."

68
Simon laughs. "It was just a joke. He had it coming, the spooky little
shit." He reaches for my hand again, his eyes gleaming, but I pull away. I am
breathing hard. My thigh still smarts from the hot coffee. He stares at me for
just a moment longer, then turns his back and heads down the hall, leaving me
alone. He is whistling to himself, a Broadway tune.

The shoot starts to fall apart soon after. I ask if I can take some more
pictures. Simon ignores me. I drop a flash, breaking open the battery housing.
It is a small thing, an accident, but Simon curses and yanks it away from me as
if I'd done it on purpose.
"You clumsy little ..." His voice disintegrates to a mutter.
"Clumsy little what?"
"Nothing." He pushes past me, our shoulders colliding. "It's this god¬
awful light. And these damn shadows. The whole freaking house is just a dust
dump. How does anyone expect me to photograph this crap?"
Carter comes downstairs eventually, but we don't speak. We finish the
shoot about an hour later, suddenly, with an announcement from Simon that we
are done. He makes a noise in the back of his throat, yanks the camera from
around his neck, and shoves it at me as he stomps past.
Carter says nothing. He just turns and heads upstairs to collect his
equipment. I follow him. In Eliza's room, he begins putting his things away.
He does it so gently, so methodically, with such care. His world is an ordered
one, and I like standing on the edge of it, just touching its boundaries with the
tips of my toes.
"It's gonna be a long ride home," I say.
"Probably." His eyes are on his work.
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"I think it was that last roll," I say. "He couldn't get the light right. It
looked too artificial, he said. He's such a perfectionist, you know. Everything's
got to be just right." I don't tell him about our conversation in the hallway.
He folds down the lid on a cardboard box, neatly, with the palm of his
hand. He didn't take any pictures all day. I wonder if he was expecting more
from the house, some kind of cooperation. Maybe he really was waiting for
Eliza.
"Listen," I begin. "I know this shoot meant a lot to you, but Simon
managed to get a couple of good shots. He always does, no matter what kind
of fit he throws. And this show he's in, it's a pretty big one, and lots of people
will understand why it's important to save this house, even if the pictures aren't
the best. I know they will."
Carter keeps his eyes on the floor. For the first time all day, he has
nothing in his hands. They are empty, and I almost hand him my flashlight just
so he will have something to wrap his fingers around. I have to do that with
Simon sometimes, hand him a knick-knack or a pencil, something to distract his
hands.
"You remember asking me about ghost lights?" he says.
"Yeah. You got a story?" I put a flashlight under my chin and make my
eyes wide. "It was a dark and stormy night..." I begin.
Carter waits. I click off the flashlight. "Sorry," I say. "It was a joke."
Carter fixes me with his eyes for the first time ever. They are a clear
shocking blue, like daybreak, like deep water. "Sometimes there's a presence
behind the lights, and sometimes not," he says. "Sometimes they're just natural
phosphorescence, but people don't want to hear that. They don't want to spoil
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the mystery." He says this as if it is a fact of the upmost importance, a dealbreaker perhaps. "Sometimes people prefer the mystery."
I have no idea what he is talking about. "My grandmother told me that
you have to call on the Holy Trinity to get the truth from a ghost," I say, and
even though it's a complete non-sequiter, Carter nods.
"Exactly," he says.
The window behind us is still open, and outside the frogs begin to sing,
a weird resonant humming that swells and ebbs like the tide. Each song a drop
of water, pooling and surging together. They drown out the crickets and the
cicadas. They sing to the rising moon, or perhaps to each other, and each
loses his little frog voice to the whole. This is the first time I've heard them all
night. The very first time.
"I should go talk to him," I say, waiting for Carter to argue. He doesn't.
He just returns to his packing.

Outside, the frogs seem closer. Their odd wavering voices rise in the
dark, swelling and falling. I am surprised to hear them, because I can't see any
water nearby, yet I know there must be some damp spot close to the house,
some fertile patch of wetness in this dry empty place. I can't see it or smell it,
but I know it's there. The frogs sing and it must be so.
When I find Simon, he is sitting in the driver's seat in the van, head tilted
back, camera in his lap. The door is wide open, and a little chime is going ding
ding ding. One hand covers his eyes, rubbing his forehead. The other rests in
his lap, fingers spread over the camera.
I scuffle my feet in the dry leaves and twigs, but he doesn't look at me.
He just rakes his hand through his hair. "You know what I hate about old
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houses?" he says. "Dust. I hate dust. It's gray. You ever try to make a picture
of something gray? It's ugly. Like shooting a freaking desert. No character,
Jules. No depth. How am I supposed to work with something that has no
depth?"
He slumps back in his seat, massages his temple. One hand sets up an
erratic drumming on the housing of the camera, and I notice a tic beginning at
the corner of his mouth. He is burning again, but this is not the new fire. This
is the old one, the consuming one, and I repress the urge to step away from
him, back into the cool of the shadows.
"The worst part is . ." he begins. "The worst part. . ." He is staring over
the steering wheel now. "I could have done so much with this. I've got the
talent. I've got the ability. I wouldn't be here if I didn't. But this damn
house . . ." He leans forward suddenly, swiftly. "This house is a freaking
nightmare!"
And still I stand just a few feet away from him, saying nothing. I stare at
the camera in his lap, now in his hands, now clenched tightly in white fingers.
It is a prop for him, and I want to snatch it away. I remember how it felt in my
hands, how real and right, and I want it with me again.
My throat tightens. "Do you want us to start packing up?"
He is staring at the camera now, bringing it up to his face. His eyes are
firecoals, black and blistering. "Just a beat up old house," he says. "Not worth
my time. Not worth my effort."
I know I should say something, but the words won't come. This is
always where I mess up, the time for words. I wonder how other people do it.
How they find the tongue to say what needs to be said.
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"Damn house," he mutters. "Nothing to shoot. I need a real subject,
something with some life." He eyes me then, bright with burning. "Like you,
Jules. I could shoot you all day and all night."
The blood rises hot in me, reddening my cheeks. I am grateful for the
darkness, for the shadows. I look toward the house, half-expecting to see
Carter's pale luminescent face in the upstairs window. Is he watching?
Listening? The night is still enough.
"Simon, can we just. . ."
"Crap," he says. "A load of crap." He yanks open the back of the
camera and rips out the film. His long slim fingers are vicious, and the exposed
film falls in brown loops at his feet, like intestines. Evisceration. His face is
grim.
And then I remember.
There is pain, a tiny sharp stabbing in my belly, and I am surprised. I
can taste it even, sour and quick in the back of my throat. There is little light,
but it is enough to sear the negatives clean, sanitize them of whatever images
may have been growing in the compact darkness of the camera. My images.
Simon's face is tight and merciless as he throws the film to the floor,
where it curls limp and wetly brown at his feet. My eyes are dry. No tears. I
can see very clearly, every nuance of the scene.
"Those were my pictures," I say.
"What?"
"My pictures." I point at the film. In the play of the strange low light, I
believe that I can make out images in the shiny plastic, but I do not look very
hard. They were probably very bad, amateurish and clumsy, but knowing this
is no comfort.
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He looks blank, then sighs. Great, I think. This is where I get the
lecture about darkrooms and developing fluid, how they're his business and
how he understands them and how anything I do in there is incidental to
whatever he does in there. He gives me this lecture often, and usually in the
next half hour I feel his hand at the small of my back, caressing, kneading the
muscle there.
I've experienced this feeling before. One time, when I was younger, I
once shot for a whole day with no film in the camera. I still berate myself for
not knowing when I first took it up. I should have sensed the hollowness, the
emptiness that every other person in the world would have felt the minute they
picked the camera up. It's the same thing, I think, always the same thing. Why
can't I ever know at the first touch?
I turn away and head for the house, leaving Simon alone in the van.
This is not the worst pain, I think. It isn't even pain. I remember pain, and I
remember emptiness, and this is not even close. But I cannot explain why my
gut hurts the same now as it did the morning after. . . after it all, and why I
have the same urge to curl into a ball and hold tight to every part of me that I
can wrap my arms around.
"They would have been lousy pictures," I say. All of it. Lousy in the end.
It is no consolation, and I know it never will be. The night falls silent, like I am
being sucked into a vacuum, and I cannot hear the frogs anymore. I cannot
believe that they are even out there.

Back in the house, Carter is not packing up equipment. He is just sitting
on the porch steps, staring off into the distance. He never said anything, but I
know this shoot meant a lot to him. This house meant something too, as do all
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things old and memoried. This was his chance to save it, and I envy his focus,
even in defeat.
I stand next to him for a full minute, but he doesn't look up. I can see
him clearly in the light of the moon, which rides high in the sky now, a sky so
distant and yet so close that I could almost put my hand to it. I start to speak,
but then he beats me to it.
"Why do you put up with that?" he asks. He is still not looking at me.
"With what?'
"That."
I cannot tell if "that" refers to the previous scene or Simon himself. He
could have heard us easily enough. The disdain in his voice is real, like when
he talked about the owners of the house, only it seems harsher now.
"It's my job to put up with Simon," I say, but it is no use. Carter knows.
If he didn't before, he does now. I wait, but he is silent. I leave him there with
his arms folded on his knees. There is packing and sorting and arranging.
Tasks to fill our time. I head up the stairs, chancing only one look back at him.
The steps creak even more at night, when I can't see my footing.

I start with the upstairs bedroom, but there is nothing to do there. Carter
has packed his stuff away, and Simon's is scattered on the ground floor. There
is only the dust and the moonlight and the night air through the open window. I
sit on the floor, waiting.
I hear the breeze first, before I feel it, and I turn my face toward it. The
coolness is soft and wet, but spring wet, not damp wet like the cellar. It smells
clean, and I take a deeper breath. I put my hand out to it, like I would to a
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strange dog. It's a get-acquainted gesture, and the running air moves up my
arm, bringing up gooseflesh.
Then I pull my hand back. This is Eliza's room, the haunted room. The
window is open, but I remember Carter and cool spots and invisible hands, and
when I stand up and look out the window, the tree tops are still. The leaves
don't move. Still there is the breeze, and this is perfectly natural, perfectly
normal, I tell myself. All I can do is stand there.
"Carter?" I say.
No answer. The breeze stops. Or maybe I moved out of its path.
Maybe it flowed somewhere else, took a path of lesser resistance. I listen.
The silence is so complete that it is like a noise itself. It fills my ears. I don't
hear Carter. I don't hear Simon. I don't even hear the breeze anymore.
When the footsteps come, they are quick and heavy. Carter stands in
the doorway, as if he doesn't want to intrude. I hear him behind me, and
without looking, I recognize him. I would do this anywhere, I know now. At any
place on this earth if he were to move behind me without speaking, I would
know him. I can shut my eyes and feel the way he takes up space, the matter
of his being.
"Julianne? Are you okay?"
"I felt something."
He moves into the room, pushing back his baseball cap. "When?"
"Now. Here. A breeze, just a breeze."
He comes to stand at the window. I know that he wants to grab his bag,
whip out his thermometer and load up his infrared film. His fingers itch for
measurement and empirical data, but he resists. His eyes follow mine to the
tops of the trees. Looking hard enough and long enough, I can see the leaves
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barely moving now, whispering against each other. Carter sees too, and then
he turns his head to catch the pulsing of the bullfrogs, which I guess had been
there all along as well. The pecan tree out front looks stronger from up here,
with branches as thick as a child's torso. I could climb that tree, I think.
"My grandmother used to tell me stories," I begin. Carter sits at the
window sill. I remain standing just a little while longer. "She raised me, you
know, after Mama left. She died when I was sixteen. I was with her. I've never
told anybody that before."
Carter says that we choose our haunting, that at the moment of death we
let the life of another anchor our soul. There are all kinds of death, I know, big
deaths and little deaths and deaths so slow that they're almost painless. And I
wonder at the power of choice, and the fear of choosing, and I understand how
souls must fear the emptiness that stretches farther even than their faith.
"Gramma told ghost stories, scary ones. About the man with the golden
arm and the disappearing hitchhiker and the witch down the road with eyes like
pieces of coal," I say. "Do you wanna hear one?"
Carter stares off into the distance, but he smiles with just one corner of
his mouth. He chances a glance in my direction, and I am waiting for this look,
waiting with my eyes wide open.

Full

The words "home" and "haunt" come from the same root. I remembered
reading that in a book of Southern stories that I bought for Jay, back when we
were just beginning to get serious and I wanted to make sure he understood
what he was getting into.
He'd offered to come with me for the weekend. It was the first June
weekend, our first since we'd moved in together, and unseasonably hot, even
for Atlanta. It would be hotter in the mid-state, as dry as old bones. Still he'd
offered, several times, saying, "Are you sure you want to go this alone?"
He said it again as I was throwing some jeans into my suitcase. I
sighed. "Come on, Jay. You know how my parents are. They'd make you
sleep in the guest room, and I don't know if I could stand it, knowing you were
just a wall away from me."
"So it's better that I'm three hours away?"
I took his hand and pressed it to my lips. Jay was wearing his wire rim
glasses, the ones that made him look like a lawyer, and his silky black hair was
pulled back in a ponytail. He reminded me of a samurai warrior, all sleek
strength and folded hands, and the thought of even one night without him
emptied me. Seppuku. Ritual suicide. Opening your belly with your own hand.
"So are you going to tell them?" he asked.
"And how am I supposed to do that?" I closed the suitcase with more
force than necessary and zipped it shut violently. "This is a funeral, Jay, not
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some talk show. I can't just pull up a chair at the dinner table and say, 'Hey,
family, guess what? Jay and I are living together. Oh, you remember Jay, he's
that Oriental guy who lived down the hall. .
"Kady . . ."
"Now Mama and Daddy, I know how you all feel about fornication, but
I'm hoping y'all will put aside your religious and social ethics just this once . . ."
"Kady! Stop it. You're working yourself into a frenzy." He shook his
head, moved his face closer to mine. I lost sight of him that close up, when all I
could see was eyes, black like river stones. "This is exactly why I think I should
come. You know what kind of stress this weekend will put you under." He
looked at me significantly. "You know . . ."
"I've got that under control now. It's been almost six months."
He didn't reply. He didn't need to. My last bulimic episode coincided—
not coincidentally- with my last visit home. But I was stronger now, better able
to cope with the wild stresses that once sent me spiraling out of control. I had
a slew of behavior modification techniques at my beck and call, as well as
almost six psychology classes. No longer would I sacrifice my esophageal
lining for my sanity, I had informed my therapist, my hand raised honestly and
sincerely. I was prepared, both intellectually and emotionally, I told him. He
had nodded and written something down in his leather-bound notebook.
"I can't take you," I said. "That would be even more stressful- and a
bitch of a weekend for you. Besides, you've got that presentation. And I can't
not go." I met his eyes, his black serious eyes. "This is my Uncle Matt. I can't
not go."
Jay kissed my forehead. His lips were warm and dry, and he smelled
like cappuccino. "I know. I know. Just be careful, okay?"

The way home was longer than I remembered, and more monotonous.
When the interstate ended, I pulled onto the backroads, where snatches of
clumped forest, brown fields, and red brick ranch houses repeated themselves
in endless succession. Not even an hour out of the city, and I could see the
tight grip of drought. It happened every year it seemed-not enough rain,
sheets of dry bright sunshine slashing down on the packed earth - but this
summer was turning out to be especially parched. My breath dragged in my
throat, and I dreaded driving by the wasted fields of home.
The back seat contained my suitcase, hastily packed, last minute things
that I had clean. I didn't have a nightgown, though. I'd meant to bring one of
Jay's shirts, one of the soft jersey ones he wore untucked, so I'd have a small
piece of the familiar to wrap myself in, a talisman of sorts. Most of the time I
slept naked, especially in the summer, but home was not the place for such
comforts. My mother wouldn't have understood the feel of cool sheets against
skin, the bliss of sleeping unhindered by hems and sleeves and necklines.
Sometimes I wanted to ask her if she'd ever thought about it just for one sneaky
moment, but Mama wasn't the kind of person who told stories about herself.
She would have looked shocked, maybe frowned a little before shaking her
head and returning to the kitchen to stir something.
I turned up the air conditioning and pointed the vent toward my face. It
took death to bring me home, death and duty.
I hadn't seen Uncle Matt in almost three years, but I'd gotten postcards
regularly. New Orleans. El Paso. Rio. Warm places where you could always
find a party. He left Dunnston when he was eighteen, joined the Navy, got
kicked out for some unmentionable offense, Mama never would say what. He
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got into restaurant jobs after that- cooking, cleaning, waiting tables- then
made a small fortune managing other people's places until they got the hang of
it. He wore a gold hoop in one ear, and black brocade vests, and cowboy
boots. In our family's mythology, he loomed gaudy and irresponsible, like a
drunken peacock, and when they spoke of him, they pursed their lips and
lowered their voices. The stories they told of him never matched the brief
scrawled lines on the back of the postcards I received, happy jagged writing
like sharp little waves in the wake of a fast boat. I knew the truth lay
somewhere between both sets of stories, open to interpretation. But the facts
weren't important to me, not like the postcards were, the whole glossy
collection.
For a while, when I was little, I saw him once, maybe twice a year.
Summertime usually, and Christmas always. He spent extravagently then,
usually on gifts that were either way too young or much too old for me, and
drank Bloody Marys with mistletoe garnish for breakfast. He was the only one
who woke up before I did on Christmas morning, and we would share that silent
sparkly time together, just the two of us. He shook presents while I giggled,
grinning at me, like a dark skinny Santa Claus with a Rhett Butler mustache.
That was when I was little. When I became a teenager, I noticed other
things, like how Gramma and Grandpa sat by the fireplace fully dressed while I- pajama-clad, hair barely combed- opened presents. I saw them out of the
corner of my eye, staring at the glass in Uncle Matt's hand. And I noticed how
many times he refilled it, how his voice turned overly cheerful, like the gaudy
tinsel my mother heaped on the tree. As the day wore on, I would hear the first
whispered arguments, the harsh soft words that passed between Matt and my
grandparents. "You never come enough," they would say. "You waste your
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money. You never send enough money."

And Uncle Matt left earlier and

earlier each year.
Grandpa died not long ago, and Gramma's stoic mourning seemed too
much for him to bear. After that solemn, drawn-out funeral, he came home
rarely, and when he did, it was almost always on a passing-through basis,
never spending the night. Except for this time, of course. This time he was
coming home to stay.
Mama'd called just before I left. It was a car accident, she said. He'd
been drinking, driving too fast. We'd all seen it coming, she said. If only he'd
come home more often, she said. I could picture her at the other end of the
phone, wringing the cord in her hands, watching Gramma sit silent and justified
at the kitchen table, her eyes dry.
"Bring a black dress," she told me. "A Sunday one."
"I don't have anything Sunday, especially not in black."
"So buy something."
"I don't have time, Mama. I've got finals and papers and . . ."
"Never mind. We'll get you something when you get here. Just don't be
late. And be careful, be careful. Your father's here, you want to say something
to your father?" I heard my dad mumbling in the background and then the
thump of the screen door. "Oh well, he said he's got to get the squash picked
before dark. He said hurry home, but don't drive too fast."
"Okay, Mama. Bye now. Tell Dad bye." I hung up the phone. Daddy
wasn't much for words, especially not on the telephone. I understood that. I'd
probably learned enough in my Intro to Family Counseling class to even
explain it. Still, it would have been nice to hear something besides his
retreating footsteps on the other end of the line.
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As I hung up, I imagined the kind of dress that my mother would try to
make me wear- black crepe, full pleated skirt hitting just above the knee, high
neck, matching buttons and a belt to cover the elasticized waist. She had a
dozen like that in her closet, black and green and yellow and royal blue, even a
pink one for weddings, all bought at the local ladies' shop. Goldberg's it was
called, run by the only Jewish family in town.
"That Sam Goldberg," my mother would say. "He knows women's
clothes. I shop with him all the time, and I think everyone else in Dunnston
ought to too. It's good to see a nice Jewish family like that, a hard working
family."
This was the extent of my mother's diversity training. I winced to hear it,
winced to think of visiting that shop and watching Mr. Goldberg fawn all over
my mother, who would eat it up. But all of my black clothes were, in a word,
unsuitable. Leggings, long tunic sweaters. Granny boots.
"And do something with your hair," my mother would say. "Get it out of
your face. Here, let me put it up for you." She would yank a brush through it,
trying to plump some body into the long, black strands, thick and flat as silk.
My grandmother's hair, father's side. Mediterranean, as incongruous as used
motor oil on fresh snow, completely at odds with my pale skin and blue, Nordic
eyes. My other grandmother's eyes.
This means a lot to me, for I am the sum of my parts, the final Darwinian
result of four generations of crossbreeding, equaling ... I brushed my hair
from my forehead. At least my Uncle Matt had the presence of mind to die
close to a weekend. In a strange part of my heart, I believed it was deliberate,
his last gesture of goodwill. He understood how much we were alike, how we
both needed space. Room to recover.
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I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the first pink smudges of sunset
at the horizon. Atlanta glowed in its own way, far behind me now, a faint
phosphorescent reminder of Jay working at the desk, alone in our empty
apartment, his face lit with the tiny lamp, like moonglow. A white carton sat on
the seat next to me, as prim as a hat box, but tinier. It was carrot cake, riddled
with golden raisins, frosted with cream cheese and layered with raspberry
filling. I'd made it in cake decorating class, topped it with fuschia roses that
looked more like cabbages than flowers, but I thought it was pretty good for a
first try. And even though the pink sugar buds seemed a little too festive, it was
all I had to bring to the funeral, and I knew I had to bring something. We
always bring something in my family.

I arrived just before dark. Two strange cars were parked under the old
pecan tree out front. I guessed one would be the funeral director, Joe Franklin.
The other would be family, probably my Aunt Helen and her kids. Daddy's
sister. Divorced.
Mr. Franklin had the living room half set up. He'd stacked folding chairs
beside the fireplace, erected a little podium in the corner, the bright light
washing over a still-empty visitor's page. Mama had just vacuumed. I could
see the diagonal tracks in the blue carpet, and the whole room smelled like
lemon Pledge. Even the doorframe gleamed with it.
The little man turned and smiled at me. "Kady! Your mama said you
was on your way." He shook his head, rubbed his red hands together. "My,
you've grown! Lookin' more like your Mama everyday."
I smiled back at him. Mr. Franklin was mayor once, and he still had the
smile to prove it. "Thank you, Mr. Franklin, I . . ."
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His face sombered professionally. It was an odd, sudden expression,
like he'd accidentally swallowed his teeth. "So sorry about your uncle there,
Kady. Such a tragedy. Such a tragedy."
"Yes, thank you, I . . . "
"But your grandma is really holding up there. Such a strong woman,
your grandma. Yes sir, she's a fine woman."
I listened, could hear the murmur of voices at the other end of the house.
"Is she here?"
"In the kitchen." He smiled at me again, his teeth bright white and
square. "Cookin' up something good, I'm sure."
I should have known. My grandmother was always in the kitchen,
command central in our family. Even before I saw her, I smelled the fried
potatoes and fatback, heard the cracking of eggs. She was putting together
the kind of late supper that was both quick and plentiful, a bereavement ritual in
my family. No sense cooking a real meal, one with two meats and four
vegetables and three kinds of dessert, not with all the food that was soon to
arrive.
She had the same red checkered apron tied around her waist that I
remembered from my childhood. As I passed the dining room table, I noticed a
platter of barbecue from Comber's, a little place in town. An offering from Aunt
Helen, I thought, and my stomach growled despite my best intentions.
"Hey, Gramma," I said.
She turned and looked at me, but didn't put down her spatula. "Well, I'll
be. . ." She addressed a skinny boy standing near the doorway leading down
the hallway toward the bathroom. "Raymond, go get your Aunt Susie. Tell her
your cousin Kady's home."
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"Where is everybody?" I asked.
"Your Mama's changing sheets, your Daddy's still in the garden. Helen's
in the basement, getting some peas and butterbeans for tomorrow." She
glanced behind me. "You come alone?"
"Yeah. Jay has a big presentation."
Gramma's eyes narrowed, and I instantly regretted saying that. It made
Jay seem somehow uncaring, made us seem somehow trivial. I tried to think of
something else to say as she regarded me from behind thick, wire-rimmed
glasses, her eyes blue and enormous. Looking into those eyes had rendered
me incapable of lying as a child. They swallowed me whole, and left no room
for lies. Nor half-truths. Nor imaginings. They all came under the same
category according to Gramma. "Don't you be telling no stories," she always
said, narrowing those eyes into lasers.
I put my cake on the table in a film of clean, white flour. My mother had
already started, and I knew that by the evening, she would have a caramel
cake or perhaps a pecan pie. Something rich and sweet. She was technically
one of the bereaved, immune from responsibility, but she cooked nonetheless.
She always had. Whenever I remembered my mother, I remembered flourdusted hands, the smell of vanilla. The kitchen was perpetually hot from her
labors, but she never left. It had always been a domain to her, a territory.
My little cake didn't seem right. It didn't seem enough. My stomach
growled again and I wrapped my arms around my abdomen and squeezed until
the pangs left me. I had thoughts of making a light supper, something simple
and uncomplicated. Soup things. Sandwich things. Things I could hold in my
hand and eat.
"You eat yet?"
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"No."
"Want some supper?" She turned away and flipped an egg. It sizzled
and sputtered in a pool of butter. I pictured it on a slab of white bread, with a
sprinkling of salt and pepper, and my stomach growled again. I pulled in
tighter, knowing I'd regret that choice.
"I think I'll fix something myself. Thanks."
"Suit yourself."
She turned back to her eggs, putting her broad back to me. They had
the air conditioning turned way up in the house, so cold that the windows had
condensation and the air had that flat metallic feel, as hard as ice, but the
kitchen was still hot. I felt sweat popping on the back of the neck, clammy and
unpleasant.
"Where's your suitcase. You are staying, aren't you?"
"Of course, Gramma. It's in the car."
"Get your father to help you with it. He had to turn the sprinklers off.
He'll be done in a second."
"That's okay. I'll get it myself. I don't want to bother him."
Dad had a garden in the back yard, ruled with a green thumb. His
daffodils stood erect as soldiers, and his tomatoes grew ramrod straight, their
green backbones inflexibly aligned on trellises and wire cages. They'd always
reminded me of my third cousin Janie, who'd been born with scoliosis and who
had to wear a back brace, a harsh steel thing like a bear trap. She took it
stoically, like the plants. But even as a little girl, I was sad for Daddy's green
things, and afraid to put my hand to them.
Not that I was allowed in the garden. Daddy did it all himself, all the
hoeing and poisoning and weeding. At supper, he would come in, smelling like
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raw earth and fertilizer, his arms and face burned red. And when people would
ask him how he did it, how his irises bloomed such a rich, deep purple and how
his grass stayed so dense and green in such thick summer heat, he would say,
"If anything starts wilting or turning brown, I just lay the hoe down beside it. It
usually takes the hint."
Gramma still looked at me, waiting. "No, I'll get the suitcase," I
repeated. "I don't want to disturb him."

At supper, we all crowded around the kitchen table. Mama didn't want
the dining room messed up, not until after the funeral when she'd pile the old
oak table with the barbecue and cakes and potato salad people were sure to
bring. I could hear Aunt Helen in the living room, setting up TV trays for her
boys.
Mama watched me now, plaintively. "Don't you want a biscuit? Just
one?" she said.
I shook my head. "No, thank you, Mama."
She frowned. "But you've hardly eaten. Are you feeling okay? You're
not sick are you?'
I stared at my plate. My soup bowl stared back, almost empty. I'd
passed on the fried eggs and ham, much to Gramma's disgust and Mama's
concern, choosing instead to rummage in the pantry and fix my own food. I'd
found a can of vegetable soup and some soda crackers, which I'd prepared
and eaten under the uncomfortable scrutiny of my parents.
"Always got to be different," my dad said.
"Are you sure you don't want a biscuit?" Mama said.
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Gramma just shook her head and forked another piece of ham on her
plate.
I ate silently, one spoon of soup at a time, counting to myself with each
swallow. One. Two. Three. Mama still had her apron on, as usual. She wore
it just in case she needed to run back into the kitchen, just in case somebody
needed something. She wouldn't take it off until after supper, after the dishes,
when she could at last sit in her recliner and watch television until she fell
asleep by the light of the reading lamp, the newspapers in a pile at her feet.
Jay always shook his head when I told him that story. "Your mother still
waits on your father?"
"Hand and foot."
"Hasn't she heard?"
"Yes, but she's pretending she hasn't."
I took a sip of the iced tea and almost winced. It was like drinking syrup,
but when I took another drink, I discovered my taste for the stuff returning, the
latent sweet tooth that I'd tried to educate into oblivion with countless tonguepickling cabernets and extra-brut champagnes. Mama's tea was thick and
tannic, but it was strangely soothing as it flowed down my throat, almost like
medicine.
"So when's the funeral?" I asked.
"Two. Joe Franklin said that'd be best. After church, you know, before
people get home and get settled."
Daddy stirred more red eye gravy in his grits. "Like any church people
are coming. Like Matt ever had anything to do with church in his life."
Mama stared at her plate and kept talking like she hadn't heard him.
"Joe Franklin said that a graveside service would be best. Something simple
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where everyone could pay their respects." She smiled to herself. "Matthew
would have like it this way. Quick and simple. He never did like funerals."
"Never did like church, that's all it was." Daddy drained his glass,
swirling the ice cubes violently around until Mama picked up the tea pitcher.
"Dang heathen, that's what he was."
He said it like Uncle Matt had a bone through his nose and pocketful of
missionary jerky in his pocket. Mama filled his glass and set the pitcher at his
elbow, a hint he'd overlooked for the greater part of twenty-five years. "You
don't mean that," she said.
"Yeah, Dad. Uncle Matt was a pagan, not a heathen." And I smiled and
took a long sip of tea as they rolled their eyes in my direction. Gramma shook
her head and got another piece of ham.

The rain started about nine that night- fitfully, feverishly, sporadically—
thunder rumbling in the distance, as fidgety as a colicky baby. The whole night
had that restless jittery feel, like midnight when you can't sleep, and I chewed
my fingers to the quick until they bled. I sat on the floor, barely four feet from
the TV. Mama and Helen sat on the sofa, folding towels. Gramma had already
turned in, and I didn't blame her. Even in the living room, I could hear my
cousins in the basement, playing ninja cops-and-robbers, only nobody was the
cop as far as I could tell.
"What's the matter with you?" Daddy spat into the little Dixie cup he
kept beside his recliner. Trying to quit smoking again, I guessed, break that
oral fixation that Freud had detailed so eloquently. His eyes never left the
television. The Braves were playing again. The crowd erupted in boos and
Daddy shook his head.
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I looked down at my ragged thumb. "Nothing. Why?"
"You just haven't said anything."
"Just tired, that's all."
Daddy nodded. "Everything all right in Atlanta?"
"Fine."
"You still seeing that hippie?"
He said the word the same way he said '"liberals" or "Bill Clinton," with a
little slur of derision in his voice. My Aunt Helen put a hand to her mouth and
made a sound of amused reproach. Her eyes twinkled as she shot a glance in
my direction. I tried to keep my voice cool and neutral.
"He's not a hippie, Daddy. And his name is Jay. You know this. You've
met him."
But Daddy was obstinate. "He got long hair?"
"Longish," I admitted.
"He's a hippie, then."
My mother's eyes met mine. Don't, they said. She shook her head, just
in case I missed the message. Like that was possible. I'd been measuring
those eyes since I was a little kid, gauging their shifting gray depths like a
sailor reading the waves.
Uncle Matt's funeral was tomorrow. Sunday. And I wasn't about to
declare a war that soon, not with just one night between me and my own bed. I
knew the rules of engagement. So I just nodded at her, and the gray shifted
again, becoming flatter, calmer. Sometimes I wondered what else was down
there, but I was not Moses, and I could not part those waters.
Dad laughed. He looked good when he laughed. He had the mouth for
it. "So how's school?"
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"Fine."
"You still getting good grades? You better, you know. You better not
lose that scholarship."
"I know, Daddy. I made Dean's List last quarter."
Aunt Helen made no reply to that. I knew for a fact that her daughter, a
big blond with big red mouth, had just gotten kicked out of the local junior
college for hauling boys up into her second story dorm room on a pulley of
some sorts.

I smiled a little bigger.

"That's my girl." Daddy beamed at me. "Got my looks and your mother's
brains." It was an old joke with him, and I couldn't help laughing. Daddy was
smart enough, he just didn't like to admit it. Mama slid a glance in his direction
and made a soft noise of objection, as if she'd contributed nothing to my
genetic makeup, but she smiled too. I relaxed a little.
Then Aunt Helen raised her voice. "So you'll be a senior next quarter,
right Kady?"
My ears pricked. I smelled the carrion scent of bait dangling from her
words. "Hopefully," I replied.
"You started looking for a job yet? I bet you're having a hard time, what
with this recession and all. And your major was what?"
"Psychology."
"Psychology." She dragged the word into five syllables. "What in the
world does a person do with a degree like that?"
"Helen," my mother interrupted. "Will you help me in the kitchen
please? I've got to get those rolls started if I'm going to get all this done by
lunch tomorrow."
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Helen smiled. "Of course, Susie. Of course." She unfolded herself
gracefully and pushed back a layer of stiff blonde hair. As she rounded the
corner, I heard her murmuring the word "psychology" to herself. It sounded like
a voodoo curse, rolling off her tongue like that, a malevolent incantation.
Passive aggressive, I thought.
Mama looked at me over her shoulder as she left. She knew I owed her
one. And I knew she'd collect. When it came to debts of the heart and
calculated risks, Mama had the mind of a bookie. 1 saw myself in black crepe,
sensible shoes, my hair pulled back from my face, exposing me to the world.

I almost went and threw up, even though all I'd had was soup. It sloshed
around in my stomach like some toxic tide, and I wanted-suddenly, violentlyto be rid of it, to be empty and calm and peaceful again. But I knew that was
bulimia talking, and I knew from my extended relationship with therapy that my
best bet was not sticking my finger down my throat.
Later that night, I sat on the front steps, the closest thing to escape I
could find. The rain had clotted together into a knot of clouds, a thick gray
soup that curdled in the sky. I wished I'd brought some old shoes, something
with traction. I knew the cemetery where Uncle Matt was to be buried- a
square of grass at the end of a long dirt driveway bordered by red clay
embankments-- and I needed the familiar to negotiate such terrain. I saw
myself sliding all over the place in new shoes, simple black heels from
Goldberg's.
I was wearing Jay's denim vest, and when I fished in the pocket, I found
a joint. I looked over my shoulder, at the square of warm yellow light that was
the window on the living room. My parents sat inside, watching the end of
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some movie with Dick Van Dyke in it. Someone at school said they'd seen Dick
in a leather S & M layout in Vogue magazine with Mary Tyler Moore wrapped
around his leg. I was guessing my parents didn't know that.
I rolled the joint back and forth between my fingers, feeling the crispness
of the paper. I longed for that buzzy mellow feeling, that first melting warmth as
sweet as the smoke. My fingers searched the other pocket just on a hunch and
I smiled as my fingers closed around Jay's lighter.
But I didn't light up. I tucked both pieces of contraband back in my
pocket and stared into the rain. When I smoked, I looked like my father. Eyes
slightly squinty, nostrils dilated. We even held cigarettes the same way,
dangling dangerously at the hip, like a loaded six shooter. I looked cool that
way, slightly menacing. But I wasn't feeling cool, and I wasn't feeling
menacing, and I didn't want to squint.
I wanted to be like Uncle Matt, who had sat on these same steps three
springs ago, watching the sun set with his clear blue eyes wide open, as if the
horizon were offering itself up to him. It was my graduation party, and I'd been
sent to summon him to dessert. But for some reason, I hadn't said anything
right away. I'd just stood behind him, half in and half out of the doorway,
holding the screen door open, watching him.
He didn't turn around. "Kady, you had a chance to go through that stuff
in the basement?"
"Not yet." I'd seen it though, when I'd helped him unpack. He'd decided
that Jacksonville was too intense for him, was moving with some friends to a
little rented bungalow on the water in Key Largo. Mama had offered to keep
his extra things in the basement, and now black velvet paintings and Liberace
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records and carved African fertility gods were propped against her shelves of
fig preserves and scuppernong jelly.
Uncle Matt leaned back against the steps. "You pick whatever you want
out of that stuff, and that's your graduation present." He looked back at me.
"Cash is a little tight right now, you know."
"I know."
"It'll be all right soon enough."
"I know that too." I let the screen door slam behind me and joined him
on the steps. "I want the oil painting. The one with the happy faces."
He laughed. "That thing? I painted it when I was drunk. One of my
friends left her canvas and paints laying around my place, and I just said to
myself, 'Oh, what the hell." Boy, she was mad! She danced and she screeched
and then she threw it at me." He shook his head, still chuckling. "Nicked my
chin. You can still see the scar, look."
I peered closer. I didn't see anything. "It's a cool painting," I said.
He punched my shoulder. "You like it. You got it. The thing kind of
grows on you, you know. You stare at it too long though, especially when
you're stoned, and the colors start to shimmer and you almost believe . . ." He
stopped himself, realizing what he'd said. "You sure you don't want the boot
scrapers? I brought them all the way from Texas."
I shook my head, smiling at him. "The ones shaped like little cow
heads? Mama threw those away. Said they looked like something you'd find at
the devil's yard sale. I think she thinks you're into some cult."
"So I'm a devil worshiper now?" He took a deep breath, and his eyes
drifted back toward the horizon. "I guess they'd believe anything about me.
Just about anything." He stood up abruptly, offering me his hand. "It's time for
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cake," he said. "And ice cream. And Coca-Cola toasts to you, the college
bound!"
I took his hand. He left before dawn the next morning, sneaking out of
the house before even Mama woke up. When I went to get the painting, he'd
taped a bow to it, a gaudy red one he'd pilfered from the Christmas box. The
note under it said, "Welcome to the wide world."
The painting now rested in the closet of our new apartment. I had yet to
spring it on Jay, whose taste ran along minimalist lines, lots of steel gray and
blue. I'd put off hanging it for so long, keeping it neatly wrapped in the closet
for such a long time, that I couldn't remember why I hadn't put it up yet. But the
time was right. Jay would just have to understand.
In my remembering, the steps seemed lonelier, the bright window light
suddenly inviting. The rain intensified, a steady wave of sound that swept
across the roof of the house like the roar of a river. I heard the thunder again,
and knew that lightning lurked somewhere, unseen and electric, just beyond
the limits of my peripheral vision.

A restless night. I'd tossed and turned in my bed, trapped by the long
pink nightgown I'd borrowed from my mother, until I'd finally shucked the thing.
I kicked it into the comer as I dressed the next morning, listening to cars pull
into the driveway. The phone rang, and Mama snatched it on the first ring.
She would have been up since six. I reluctantly struggled into some jeans and
a t-shirt and stumbled into the kitchen, following the smell of coffee like a
bloodhound on the trail of an escaped criminal.
She had the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, and she was
so busy stirring a bowl of batter that she didn't notice me come into the room.
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"You all are so kind to think of us. Y'all come early and have some lunch.
We're already getting so much food ..."
I glanced at the dining room table. Two big buckets of fried chicken
dominated a scattering of smaller styrofoam containers. Potato salad. Cole
slaw. Probably some mashed potatoes. I heard voices beyond the buzz of the
kitchen, catching the low strong voice of my father above the polite chatter of
the first of the guests. Jesus, I thought, it's only eight-thirty. I'd forgotten this
about my family, how they turned funerals into family reunions, approaching the
event with a certain eagerness, as if it were a little vacation from the ordinary.
I heard my mother behind me. "Hey, Kady. You're up."
I turned around to face her. "Yeah. Who's downstairs?"
"Your cousin Rich and his wife. They brought us some lunch."
"So I see."
She hesitated, gesturing back over her shoulder. "You want some
breakfast? I'm making pancakes."
"No, just coffee will be fine."
Her expression didn't change. She just started wiping her hands on her
apron, twisting and wringing them in the red checkered material. "I just thought
you might like something warm, something besides cereal for a change." She
paused. "They're blueberry."
I unfolded my arms, took a deep breath. Just pancakes, I told myself.
That's all. "Yeah, okay then. Thanks Mama."
She smiled and shook her head. "It's no trouble at all."

I lingered over breakfast as the family gathered, licking the syrup off my
fork with slow steady swipes of my tongue. I sat very still, hoping to remain

97
inconspicuous, prolonging the one thing that would keep my family from
pestering me to visit with the relatives in the living room. The conversation
drifted down the hallway, polite murmurs punctuated with laughter or
reprimands to some wayward child. I took another sip of coffee, rolling it from
cheek to cheek.
I sat at the table with my feet tucked up under me, watching the chaos of
lunchmaking, trying to stay out of the way. It was like being in the audience at
a Siegfried and Roy show. Mama and Gramma dominated the kitchen, moving
like synchronized swimmers in a sea of steam. One would pull a pot off an eye
on the stove and the other would slide something just as smoothly onto the
glowing red ring. They twirled around each other in a kind of waltz, rubbing
elbows occasionally, but never colliding, each intent on her task.
I'd had three pancakes, dripping with syrup. I'd skipped the butter, but
Mama had left it on the table, just in case. I stared at it now, a pale yellow stick
just beginning to soften from the heat of the room. The breakfast nook
overlooked Daddy's garden, and I could see the straight green rows, the full
leafy profusion of plants with a mission, vegetables with a purpose. I touched
the edge of the butter and licked my finger, tasting the salty sweetness. And
then I shoved myself away from the table.

I tried on my dress just after lunch. It was black, and borrowed from
Aunt Helen, who sat on my bed and watched as Mama put me on top of a step
stool. Some other ladies gathered, two of them, most likely members of the
church. They sipped coffee and watched Mama while she performed a
makeshift hem job with tape and some straight pins. It was Sunday, and Mama
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didn't do any real sewing on the Lord's day, but tape had never counted. It
wasn't permanent, and therefore not a sin.
"I'm wearing the summer dress," Aunt Helen told the two ladies. "So
Kady's got the spring one. It's got long sleeves, but it's polyester and real light.
It won't be too hot, especially not if this rain keeps up." She eyed me critically.
"Assuming it fits, of course."
It fit. It was even a little loose, much to Aunt Helen's displeasure. She
assumed that just because I still liked baggy clothes that I still had the same
lumpy teenage body underneath them, that I hadn't changed at all.
But Mama noticed. As she positioned me on the stool, she ran her
hands down the sides of my waist, smoothing the black fabric over my hips.
"You've lost weight," she said.
"A little."
"Looks good on you."
Aunt Helen sniffed. "Susie, did I see a plate of ham out there from that
woman down the street?"
"Who? Mrs. Tidwell?"
Aunt Helen gestured wildly. "That's the one, the one that rides her
bicycle to the dump everyday. Lord, you should see her backyard. Old chestof-drawers, folding chairs. And listen to this. I was driving by the other day
and saw an old grill just like the one me and Randolph threw away THE DAY
BEFORE!" She looked around the bedroom to see if everyone got the point of
her story.
The woman by the door, someone I didn't recognize but whom I was
sure I should know, nodded. "Her daddy was a Grand Dragon in the Ku Klux
Klan," she said quietly, solemnly.
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Aunt Helen and the other lady nodded with her, their expressions
irreproachable and knowing. I felt the dress growing tight around my throat,
and suddenly I was hot. Hot and tired and light-headed. The stool felt shaky. I
looked down at Mama.
"Can I go now?"
"Yes, dear. You can go." Mama got up from her knees and drew a hand
across her forehead. She looked tired too. She pulled the remaining pins from
between her lips, and I noticed the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She
helped me down. "Go on, now. And I'll see you when Joe Franklin gets here."
"Yes, Mama," I said.
She patted my head, her eyes floating over my features. She brushed
the hair from my forehead. "Good girl," she said.

I checked myself in the mirror one last time, just as the funeral director
started gathering the cars together. I'd pulled my hair back at the nape of my
neck, and in the gray rainlight my face looked pale and watery. I reached for
an umbrella just as Mama popped in the room.
Her face looked strange, a mixture of stress and worry and an odd
delight underneath it all. "Not so fast, Kady. The guest of honor isn't here yet."
I paused and looked at her. "What guest of honor?" Then it hit me.
"You don't mean ..."
She nodded, and for the first time that whole day, a tentative smile broke
through the edges of her grim expression. "Yeah. Your Uncle Matt is late. I
guess we're gonna have to postpone the funeral, at least for a little while."
"Late?" I repeated. "How can you be late for your own funeral?"
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Mama tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Already the curl was
beginning to fall out of it. "Well," she began. "It seems that one of Matthew's
friends volunteered to bring him up, but it took longer than expected, so . .
Her smile tilted up at the corner of her mouth.
"So?"
"So Matthew is somewhere around Macon right now, heading here as
fast as he can." She lowered her voice. "He's in a urn, you know."
I couldn't help it. I laughed. She returned the laughter and looped her
arm in mine. "So come on, little girl. Your Daddy's turning red and your
Gramma's having a hissy. And I know you don't want to miss it."

The funeral proceedings ground to a halt. Some people left. Most
stayed, their curiosity peaked by the turn of events. This was something new,
something unprecedented, and they weren't about to miss a second of it.
Mama made more coffee. I pulled off my panty hose and sat next to the
air conditioning vent. Daddy stayed outside on the screened porch so that he
and the other pallbearers could grab a smoke or a quick chew. He left his suit
jacket inside, draped over his recliner. Nobody moved it to sit down, even
though all the folding chairs were full, and people were sitting on the hearth
bricks of the fireplace.
He had complained all morning about that jacket, and I knew he was
glad for any excuse to be rid of it. The summer heat was sweltering, especially
coupled with the humidity from the rain, and it made his sunburnt face even
redder. But Mama had insisted, and there were certain things that you didn't
argue with Mama about.
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"You're a pallbearer, Malcolm Lee, and you will wear that jacket," she'd
said that morning. I'd heard them through the bedroom wall.
"Why in the hell do we need pallbearers anyway? He's in a jar, for
Christ's sake!"
Mama's voice lowered. "It's an urn, not ajar. And you are a pallbearer,
which means you wear a suit."
Then a drawer slammed, and I settled back on the bed. When Daddy
came out of the room, he was wearing his gray suit and a tie. It was a bluestriped clip-on- his only tie- but it was on his neck, and it didn't look like it was
going anywhere. He stomped down the hall muttering to himself. Mama had
her hands on her hips. She looked grim.
"Are you ready yet, Kady?"
I ducked back into my room in a hurry. "No, ma'am."
"Then get ready."
Three hours later, I still had on the black dress, and Daddy still wore the
tie. I'd seen his eyes as he'd shucked the suit jacket, and they were furtively
stubborn. Still, he kept it handy, just like I kept my discarded pantyhose within
arm's reach. Like I said, there were certain things you didn't argue with Mama
about.

Uncle Matt finally arrived at a quarter past three. Daddy was the first to
spot him.
"What in hell. .

he began, pushing open the screen door.

The entire room scrambled to its collective feet. Joe Franklin
straightened his tie and wiped the sweat from his brow. I heard footsteps in the
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hall, and I looked up just as Mama came into the room, drying her hands on a
dishcloth.
Her lips moved. "Matthew," she whispered, but I don't think she meant
to. I think it passed from her lips like a spirit slipping from the body.
Daddy turned to look at her. He shook his head.
The silver airstream pulled into the driveway, crunching gravel beneath
its tires. It was long and sleek, a cross between a spaceship and a caboose,
and the people piled up behind me like debris trapped in a stream, craning for
a look. I moved forward and tried to peer behind the tinted windshield, but it
was like trying to see somebody's eyes behind dark sunglasses. And still the
people pushed at me, a tide of flesh like swollen water.
Joe Franklin moved forward, baring his teeth in an official smile. The
engine purred to a stop. I held my breath and padded forward on the warm wet
pavement. The mist cooled as it settled on my face, in my hair. Tiny rocks bit
at my toes, and I couldn't help wincing just a little.
The driver's side opened and a lean coffee-colored man unfolded
himself and extended his hand in one fluid movement. I took it. His shirt was
bright yellow and reflected like a burst of sunshine in the gray afternoon. His
grip was firm and gentle, a proper funeral handshake.
"Kady?" he asked.
I nodded.
He gestured over his shoulder. "I brought your Uncle Matt. He's right in
there."
I peered beyond him. Even from six feet away, I could feel the blast of
the air conditioning. An urn rested on the front seat, soft burnished bronze
against the leather upholstery, the seatbelt drawn tightly across it.
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I looked up at the tall man. He seemed like a shadow, a shadow of
something beyond the rain and the black crepe dress and the slick red mud on
the tires on the airstream. I smiled at him.
"Come on in," I said. "I'll bring Uncle Matt."

The rain weakened toward late afternoon, but never stopped. Not
completely. At times it became almost a mist, a fine gray sheen that silvered
the hair of those gathered under the tent beside the open grave, those who had
forgotten umbrellas. Like me. But I didn't regret it. The rain was good,
cleansing, and I felt lighter beneath it.
The service turned out short, as did the sermon. The minister did a
good job for a man called to bury the ashes of a stranger. Nobody cried. My
mother's face remained blank, her eyes dry. I never felt the surge of tears
either, because it was raining, and crying seemed somehow unnecessary.
I stood next to Brian, my uncle's friend with the shirt the color of fresh
bananas. I noticed that during the prayers he bowed his head, but kept his
eyes open. They slanted in my direction once, as if sizing me up. But he was
a keen study, and whatever the mourners did, be it murmur or sit or stare
straight ahead, he did the same. Only a split second delay and a bright yellow
shirt separated him from the rest of us. Like a missionary, he seemed unwilling
to venture toward insult, however strange the people of his association.
Because like a missionary, he knew his visit was temporary.
After the service, everyone moved forward, pressing handshakes and
brief serviceable hugs on the family. I watched my mother through it all, staring
in the middle of that crowd, her black dress buttoned high on her neck. She
should have been sweating, but her skin held the same pale grayness as the
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rain, almost luminous. She hugged the ones who offered, held the hands of the
rest and moved her mouth in hushed reply to their murmured comfort. The rest
strayed among the sloping headstones, moving like a tour group. In the
background, the only sounds were the powdery fall of rain and the soft
incantations of grief and comfort.
My father stood awkwardly, as stiff and straight as an out-of-town best
man in a receiving line. He nodded briskly as the people filed by, his big hands
clasping and pumping and clapping the shoulders of the gathered family.
Patting once, pumping twice. Move them on down the line.
Only Gramma remained seated. The minister moved to stand beside
her and laid a hand on her shoulder. She stared at the bronze urn, stared hard
and long until the tears started in her eyes. I thought for a minute that it was
the rain. I'd never seen her cry before.
The minister sat beside her and looked over at me. I moved to take the
other chair and held her hands in mine. They were the same shape and sizesmall, almost doll-like, slim fingers and flat round palms-- but soft and white
and delicate, like the hands of a child. I wondered if this is what we do, grow
older so that we may become children again. It was a strange thought, a
precarious thought, and I was amazed at the delicacy of these eighty-year-old
fingers, as smooth and strange as shot silk.
The preacher moved closer. "He's in God's hands now, Miss Evelyn,
beyond this veil of fear and pain. I know you'll miss him, we all will, but the
Lord has a plan."
"I never saw him." Her face hardened, but the tears still flowed. "He
never came home, never stayed. I was his mother, and he never came."
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"I know, Miz Evelyn. I know. But you must look to God now in His
greater wisdom . .
"He wasn't a good man," she continued, shaking her head, her eyes
never wavering from the urn. "I can't say he was a good man."
I wanted to squeeze her hand, but the fear held me back. "He loved
you, Gramma. He always loved you."
"Never came. Never cared. That city was more important to him. He
could have stayed here, where he belonged. With his family. Not always
running off to the city. But he didn't. He never did."
I looked over the field that surrounded the cemetery. It should have
been green now with corn, the promise of something to come, but the drought
that seemed as perennial as June had sucked it brown. The water came too
late. The last time I'd seen this field, it had been winter, and it was like a
graveyard then too, lined with the twisted remains of the corn plants, stripped of
the corn, stiff husks littering the ground.
And despite the heat, I felt that winter's chill.

I left a couple of hours later, as soon as I could peel off the black dress
and give it back to Aunt Helen. I could hear the remaining guests still in the
living room, drinking coffee and eating Mama's caramel cake. She kept
offering to send pieces of it home with them, insisting that it was not a problem,
that there was plenty to go around.
I eased into the living room, my laundry bag over my shoulder. Nobody
noticed. They continued talking among themselves. I noticed that only a few
pieces of my cake had been eaten. It stood virtually whole behind the other
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desserts, next to the plate of ham from the lady down the road. It too looked
untouched.
I put down my duffel bag, picked up my cake, and put it back in its box.
The roses that had seemed such a personal touch now looked silly, and I
closed the lid quickly.
Mama came up behind me. "You leaving so soon?"
"Yeah." I looked down at the box. "I've got a test tomorrow, and a paper
that needs some work."
"Okay. You be careful now." She held out a plastic Bi-Lo bag. "Your
Daddy sent these. He knows you like the little ones."
I peeked into the bag and saw a dozen creamy yellow squash, their
skins smooth, their crook necks barely bigger than my index finger. "Where is
he?" I asked.
"Oh. He's helping Joe Franklin unload the flowers." She smiled, as if
she thought she ought to. "There were so many flowers, from the church and
your father's boss and the ladies at the Garden Club. So many pretty flowers."
"I noticed." I stood awkwardly, my hands filled with dirty laundry and day
old cake. Mama moved forward and opened the screen door for me. We went
to the car together. The rain had stopped, and the dry gray sky seemed oddly
comforting.
"Here," she said, holding out a paper plate wrapped up in tin foil. "It's
two pieces of cake, one for you and one for Jay. I'm sorry he didn't get to
come. So is your father. He really likes him, you know. He's just got to make
some noise."
There was a moment then when I almost told her, when I almost said it
out loud. She standing there, holding out a plate of cake. Me, clutching my
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clothes, words catching in my throat. The weight of it all, the great ponderous
burden of blood and love. I wanted to cry, but I smiled, like I thought I ought to.
I took the cake and kissed her on the cheek. "Thanks, Mama. Thanks
from both of us."
I knew I'd eat it that night, sitting on the floor in front of the sofa while
Jay studied his law books. And I knew it would taste too sweet, that it would be
too heavy on my stomach. But I knew I would eat it, both pieces, because of
the time that was coming when I would not have it anymore, and would hunger
for it with my whole heart.
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